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Foreword                             
 
In 1896, the modern Olympic Games were born. Baron Pierre de Coubertin who is 
considered the father of the modern Games, initiated the first event which took place in 
Athens, Greece. From then on the old tradition of Olympiad was revived and has been to 
this day. Each Summer Olympics has had some form of political protest that has had to do 
with the current situation in the host country, or world. This has captured our attention as 
this goes against the very core ideal of the Olympics, “No kind of demonstration or 
political, religious or racial propaganda is permitted in the Olympic areas.” 
The many political occurrences that have taken place during the Olympic Games have 
inspired us to investigate further into the amount of impact that the current events of the 
time have on the specific Olympics. Due to our mutual interest in international relations, 
sports and media this subject was very fitting for us. Since we have taken a neo realist 
perspective it was only natural to focus on Kenneth Waltz’s Neo-realism. This theory is 
the red thread through our project. 
Our intent was to analyse previous Olympics where major political contentions have 
happened. 
This then further led us to research the IOC, both the opening and closing ceremonies, and 
the role of the host state, which then directed us to explore the extent to which realism is 
present within each. But the overall question in our minds was is it at all possible for the 
modern Olympic Games to be neutral when we can see that they are contended with wars, 
boycotts, bans, protests, walkouts and terrorist attacks?. 
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Problem Formulation 
 
How does the international and domestic political climate, as seen from a neo realist 
perspective, impact a major event like the Summer Olympic Games? 
 
Working Questions 
 
1. How has the apolitical agenda of the Olympic Spirit fared since the start of the modern 
Games in 1896? 
a. Hypothesis: The Olympic Games are a political hotbed and cannot be 
completely neutral 
2. Why are the Olympic Games a perfect vehicle for neo realist politics? 
a. Hypothesis: Media, power politics, and the concept of “us vs. them” all play a 
part in the politicization of the Olympic Games. 
3. Were there examples of neo realist interests in the latest Games in London 2012? 
a. Hypothesis: As Olympics cannot be completely neutral, political agendas were 
pushed during the Games. 
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Concepts and Delimitations 
 
In this project we precede to use three applicable theories, however they are quite 
different. Each of the theories can be used separately to prove the arguments in this 
project, but also when applied together in the analysis; they strengthen the indications 
made even more. Our main theory and the theory that very much remains the read thread 
through the project is neo realism. We focus especially on the “state strategy and 
motivation” aspect of the theory in regards with the individual state’s role and behaviour 
within the Olympic Games. Each state seeks after its own self-interests and wants to 
ensure its own survival. This is relevant when looking at the theory through the Games. 
Each state, especially the great powers within the international system are aiming to 
achieve superiority within said international system. This leads us to our next concepts 
which are nationalism, ‘us vs. them’ and identity formation. Since we are dealing with 
sovereign states, it is only natural that nationalism is involved. Despite thing being an 
international event, the competitions between countries lead to the athletes, politicians and 
audiences feeling stronger ties, and more pride with regards to their country. Nationalism 
is the root of the ‘us vs. them’ outlook, and brings in a cause and effect reaction. The more 
pride one has for their nation, the more likely they are to feel superior to others who are 
not from their country; meaning Nationalism and us vs. them result in an identity 
formation.  
Although the relevance of using neo realism as our international relations theory is 
apparent, as briefly described above and thoroughly presented in the project, we find it 
important to mention that this has put certain limits on our research. One of our main 
sources also discusses this limitation. A pure neo realist outlook on the Olympic Games is 
limited by its state-centrism and materialist ontology aspect of it because “the [neo] realist 
perspective would also suggest that the Games have no independent effect on international 
outcomes because they are simply used by powerful states to increase these states’ relative 
advantage in the international system” (Cottrell and Nelson, 2010: 731). Neo realist’s also 
have a difficult time explaining how it is that the International Olympic Committee has 
emerged as a powerful actor able to constrain state behaviour, why states would want to 
host the Olympics even in cases when doing so would not yield material gain, or how 
activist groups are able to use the Olympics as a symbolic reference point in pressuring 
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states to change their behaviour. However we have shown in the project that it is possible 
to use neo realism to prove the advantages for the host state to host the Olympics, and it 
may not be for material gain, but instead for major international acknowledgement. It 
offers states, especially those who are growing and developing, a chance to prove this to 
the world. Also through the description of different political manifestations that have 
occurred at the different Olympics do we verify how activist groups have utilized the 
Olympics for symbolic reference, and how this can/has pressured states to change their 
behaviour.  
 Another important delimitation to note is that we are only focused on Olympics with 
major political contentions and that have been internationally recognized. Those 
demonstrations that have occurred at the Olympic Games that do not have a form of 
political connotation will not be analysed in this project, as there are far too many, and 
most are not relevant to the overall argument within this project. 
The IOC is made up of many different departments and ad hoc committees, as well as 
there are many different missions and goals stated in the Olympic Charter. Therefore we 
will not attempt to analyse the views of the whole organization, but rather focus only on 
those with a political nature.  
Finally, we found there was a surprising lack of bibliography on the subject from a neo 
realist perspective; therefore our data collection may be biased to a few sources. However 
those sources we found were not only extremely detailed, but were also recent. 
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Methodology  
 
Epistemology 
 
Epistemology is the way we perceive knowledge and how we gain true knowledge 
(Bryman, 2008: 14). The epistemological stance of this project is interpretivism. 
Interpretivism is emphasizing the social knowledge, and the importance of seeing the 
differences between how the investigated entity is being understood by the natural 
sciences and social phenomena. The overall point of interpretivism is roughly that the idea 
is not to find an explanation for the phenomenon, but to get an understanding thereof 
(Bryman 2008: 15). We have chosen this methodological strategy because we take our 
theories and apply them in new ways to fit our case studies. In order to grasp the meanings 
of a person’s behaviour, one needs to see things from that person’s point of view. We 
interpret the social reality as we see it according to the basics of our theories. “...social 
reality has a meaning for human beings and therefore human action is meaningful – that is, 
it has a meaning for them and they act on the basis of the meanings that they attribute to 
their acts and to the acts of others...[one must] interpret their actions and their social world 
from their point of view” (Bryman, 2008: 16). In our project we are exploring the social 
realities of many different units; IOC, athletes, audience, but especially States. In order to 
delineate their “point of view” we have to interpret what we believe and understand about 
their behaviour and actions. We do not focus on positivism as we do not in any way make 
use of the methods of the natural sciences. When investigating the Olympic Games and its 
many participants, an efficient way is to look at it is by “interpretive understanding of 
social action in order to arrive at a casual explanation of its course and effects” (Bryman, 
2008: 15).  
Ontology 
 
“Ontology is the way we perceive and explain reality” (Olsen 2008: 150). The central 
point of orientation is the nature of social entities. There are two ways that social entities 
can be presented, objectively or constructively. “Objectivism is an ontological position 
that implies that social phenomena confront us as external facts that are beyond our reach 
of influence” (Bryman, 2008: 19). If talking about an organization in this regard, it 
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represents a social order, or hierarchy if you will, that pressures individuals to conform to 
its rules. If we were purely researching the International Olympic Committee in this 
project, this would be the appropriate form of social entity to choose. Nevertheless, the 
ontological stance of this project is constructionism. “Constructionism is an ontological 
position that asserts that social phenomena and their meanings are continually being 
accomplished by social actors. It implies that social phenomena and categories are not 
only produced through social interaction but that they are in a constant state of revision” 
(Bryman, 2008:  19). In this case, the organization is continually changing. The reason 
why this form of constructionism is valid for our project is because when analysing the 
Olympics as a whole, not just the IOC which does have standardised set of rules, but even 
then is likely to be revoked, it is not seen as an “external reality that constrains people” but 
something that is formed by its partakers. Since the Olympics are a game between many 
different member states, and cultures it is fitting that “people create culture”. From the 
time when the modern Games began to today, we have seen states walk out, and join, and 
we have seen shifts in power and great powers rise and fall. These occurrences all have 
consequences on the Olympics that force the dynamics of the Games to change. Therefore 
the social actors, which specifically in our case are the individual states and their 
interaction with each other at the Games, lead to the “renewed, reviewed, revoked, 
revived” social reality of the Olympics from game to game.  We will therefore analyze the 
Olympics, not as a pre-given object, but as a constantly revised organization, therefore we 
are in no way objectivists (Bryman, 2008: 18). 
 
Deduction  
 
According to Bryman (2008), the deductive method is an approach representing the 
relationship between theory and research, in which the latter is conducted with reference 
to hypotheses and ideas inferred from the former. This means that as a researcher, on the 
basis of prior knowledge about the subject and with theories already in mind, one can 
deduce a hypothesis that is then supported by empirical material, “embedded within the 
hypothesis will be concepts that will need to be translated into researchable entities” 
(Bryman, 2008: 9). Theory leads to the observations and findings. Since the 
methodological research approach is deductive, our data collecting process is qualitative, 
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which is the “emphasis on the role of the investigator in the construction of the meaning of 
and in text” (Bryman, 2008: 697). We use qualitative research to test our theories. The 
antonym of deduction is induction, where the observations and findings lead to the theory. 
“The researcher infers the implications of his or her findings for the theory that prompted 
the whole exercise” (Bryman, 2008: 11). We do not draw general inferences out of 
observations as we present concrete example for our arguments, instead of only proving 
the theory. “With an inductive stance, theory is the outcome of research” (Bryman, 2008: 
11). Also the deductive approach is very linear, and we do follow a logical sequence. The 
deductive approach in this project has not only helped to connect the theory and data, but 
also theory to the different Olympic political cases. Our main theory, which is neo-realism 
guides the research, “theory and the hypothesis deduced from it come first and drive the 
process of gathering data” (Bryman, 2008: 9).  
 
Type of Case Study 
 
This project is definitely a case study. Case study involves detailed and intense analysis of 
a specific case. “The most common use of the term ‘case’ associates the case study with a 
location, such as a community or organisation. The emphasis tends to be upon an intensive 
examination of the setting” (Bryman, 2008: 53) Since the Olympic Games are considered 
an organisation; it is an intense analysis of that, but with a focus on its specific areas. We 
centre our attention on the actors involved and the role they play. This is a longitudinal 
case study, but since there are many aspects to longitudinal research it is important to 
elucidate how. “The researcher is often a participant of an organisation or member of a 
community for many months or years. Alternatively, he or she may conduct interviews 
with individuals over a lengthy period of time. Moreover, the researcher may be able to 
inject an additional longitudinal element by analysing archival information...” (Bryman, 
2008: 57). We are neither of the first two, we have gone back 116 years to the first modern 
Olympic Games, and by analysing the data available from then up to today have looked at 
“archival information”. Some example of the main data we have used is published articles 
and works on the political events that occurred at each Olympiad. Secondary analysis 
offers the ideal opportunity for longitudinal research, because it keeps the research from 
being too costly and timely. (Bryman, 2008: 297). We have looked at the qualitative 
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content analysis of documents relating to different time periods, and since we focus on 
such a vast time span, the longitudinal case study helps us use the Olympics as a focal 
point and then looks at its transformation through time. The aim of using this research 
strategy is so we can adequately show a timeline of how and if the political uprisings that 
have happened at the Olympic Games have increased, decreased or in general changed 
over this longitudinal case study. The Olympic Games cannot be viewed as a single case, 
and the main reason for this is that one of the main parts of the analysis is setting. Every 
Olympiad the Games change location, which in itself keeps us as researchers from being 
able to analyse the Olympics within one framework. Also a lot changes between 
Olympiads, both with rules within the organization, but also with the States who 
participate, the international system does not cease to develop. This again takes us back to 
why we are constructivists. In an ideal situation, if we were to enhance our research it 
would be beneficial for us to have attended Olympic Games, or performed structured 
interviews with athletes who have attended several Games.  
 
Data Collection 
 
In order to conduct our research and answer our problem formulation we will utilize both 
first and second hand data. Because of our methodological stances, we are using 
qualitative data. Our sources are focused on the in depth research, not statistical facts. Our 
second hand data will consist of mostly books, but we have also used the Olympic 
Charter, newspaper articles and web articles. For the theory we are using three different 
books. For our main theory, neo realism we are using the founding father Kenneth Waltz, 
and his book called Theory of International Politics. For the concept of nationalism and us 
vs. them we are utilizing Toohey and Veal’s The Olympic Games: A Social Science 
Perspective, and Elias and Dunning’s Quest for Excitement, and finally for our short, but 
concise media theory we chose work by Sandra Ball-Rokeach and Melvin DeFleur which 
they labelled Mass Systems Dependency Theory. The majority of our data collection was 
analysing the modern Olympic Games and searching through those episodes of political 
nature that occurred. For a concise updated report on diverse political matters that took 
place at the Olympics, especially with regards to the recent Olympic Games, we have 
made use of mostly web publications as scientific literature on the matter has yet to be 
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released. Our first hand data consists of an interview with Morten Ankerdal, who is a 
sports journalist for TV2 Denmark. Ankerdal has eyewitness accounts of the both the 
Games in Sydney 2000, Athens 2004, and London 2012. He did report on Beijing 2008, 
but did so from the studio in Denmark. This was a face to face unstructured interview. 
Overall we felt limited in bibliography, and we believe this is because of the approach we 
have taken. The Olympics which is usually looked at in the light of liberalism or 
‘international idealism’, has few renowned sources. However the sources we did find, 
were extremely obstinate, which strengthened our project immensely. For example ‘Not 
just the Games? Power, protest and politics at the Olympics’ in the European Journal of 
International Relations, encompasses pragmatic material on how the Olympics are in fact 
much more political than commonly thought. 
 
Project Structure 
 
In the first section of this project which comprises of the introduction elements to said 
project, we seek to present a through foundation for the reader. Furthermore, we wish to 
provide a clear overview of how the project will be structured in order to create 
transparency throughout the paper. The foreword aims to introduce the reader to the 
problem area which then leads us straight into the problem formulation and working 
questions that are sought to be answered in the analysis.  Next we have the concepts and 
delimitations, which prepare the reader for the theoretical and data framework that has 
been used, and both the positive and negative aspects to that. Following, we have 
methodology which outlines the different approaches used to gather empiria, carry out our 
analysis and generate results. This chapter will also include a discussion about the use and 
validity of our empirical material. Then our theory chapter which includes an outline of 
each theory used, followed by a discussion which extracts the three most prominent 
concepts that will be included in the analysis. And finally the last part of section one 
entails the background chapter, which focuses on the Ancient Olympic Games. The reason 
this is important is to show how the subject at hand came to be, and to compare and 
contrast the differences between the Games today.  
The second section of the project covers the analysis. The analysis is split into three 
chapters, which each deals with a theoretical concept. The first chapter is a comprehensive 
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description of major political contestations, including boycotts, bans, and walk-outs etc 
that have occurred from the birth of the modern Olympic Games till Beijing 2008. The 
second chapter examines why the Olympics are a perfect vehicle for this neo realist 
behavior. This is answered with the use of theory and concepts. The third chapter is both a 
review and inference of the political contentions that occurred at the London 2012 Games.  
The third section holds the conclusion and afterthoughts. In the conclusion it is stated 
whether the problem formulation was answered, if the hypothesis was correct, and if so 
how. The afterthoughts take the project further as if to challenge the reader to research 
further. The afterthoughts are also where we state what we would have done different if 
we had better resources or more time.  
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Theory 
 
Realism 
 
The realist theory, otherwise known as ‘political realism’ is known as the oldest theory 
within the field of international relations. It is first seen in history with Thucydides’ 
account of the Peloponnesian War. Machiavelli and Hobbes have also had a major 
influence on the realist tradition. The theory became dominant during the twentieth 
century, specifically because of the First and Second World War. “Thus, the ‘state of 
nature’, the world where there is no form of social control, is a state of anarchy. Order is 
maintained because of the presence of a strong state and the rule of law. However, while 
this applies to the realm of domestic politics, in the field of international relations, where 
the natural condition is anarchy between states, there is no central authority, no world 
government, to create such order. Furthermore, because states are actors who always act in 
their own best interests, the very idea of such a world government or some similar 
overreaching power structure is not feasible…” (Waltz, 1979: 178). Conflict between 
states is seen as natural and inevitable…“the international arena is a battlefield between 
states seeking to achieve power over the others in order to protect their own interests” 
(Waltz, 1979: 178-179). Realists insist that the pattern of conflict and cooperation within 
the state system conforms largely to the requirements of a balance of power. In pursuit of 
national security, states enter into alliances that, if balanced against one another, may 
ensure long periods of peace and international stability (Heywood, 2008: 130). “Major 
actors have traditionally been accorded the status of ‘great power’. The resulting hierarchy 
of states imposes a measure of order on the international system, reflecting the control that 
great powers exercise over subordinate ones through trading blocs, ‘spheres of influence’, 
and outright colonization” (Heywood, 2008: 130). 
During the 1980’s a new branch of political realism was born; neo-realism or sometimes 
called structural realism. The founding father of this branch was Kenneth Waltz, who 
outlined the theory in 1979. “While neo realists continue to acknowledge the central 
importance of power, they tend to explain events in terms of the structure of the 
international system rather than the goals and make-up of individual states” (Heywood, 
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2008: 131). Neo realists also focus more on the importance of a state’s resources and the 
way in which they are used. 
 
Olympic Nationalism 
 
“A victory in an Olympic event means, on the most obvious level, that, on a given day… 
an athlete or team was the best in the competition. Be that as it may, there are multifaceted 
levels of meanings in such outcomes. One sub textual message occurs when nations have 
used Olympic victories in an attempt to substantiate the relative advantages of their social, 
political and economic ideologies.” (Toohey & Veal, 2007) Toohey and Veal’s chapter on 
Politics, Nationalism and the Olympic Movement also touches upon nationalism in the 
Olympics as they write “There is a fine line between the use of the Olympics as a political 
tool to embarrass opponents and the phenomenon of nationalism” Arguing that the main 
difference is that political agendas can occur throughout the entire period of an Olympiad 
(the Olympiad is the period of time between two Olympic Games) while nationalism tends 
to spike during the actual Games as a result of either outstanding Olympic performances, 
the constant medal tally on display against rival nations, or the purpose of hosting the 
Games itself. Toohey and Veal use concrete examples from different Games to argue their 
standpoint, firstly the 1908 Olympics in London where the United States squad famously 
refused to salute the British king after the Brits had neglected to display the American flag 
at the opening ceremony. Besides this the Americans claimed the Brits were treating their 
athletes unfairly as quoted by team official James Sullivan “They [the officials] where 
unfair to the Americans, they were unfair to every athlete except the British, but their real 
aim was to beat the Americans.” (Toohey & Veal, 2007) The actions forced the IOC to 
change the rules, as the British refs, clearly in an attempt to win the Games for their 
Athletes sabotaged the American athletes in a time before electronic measurements gave 
unbiased judging. Toohey and Veal use many examples like this as they discuss and 
analyse the Nationalist tendencies in the political spectrum of the Olympics. One of their 
most interesting pieces is about the Soviet Union entering for the first time in 1952 when 
the newspapers “Pravda” and “Izvestia” where unbiased and unapologetic in their political 
and nationalist views on the Games, encouraging athletes “to perform at their best so that 
their performances would reflect well and bring honour to the communist 
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system”.  (Toohey & Veal, 2007) and they include a quote by Wayne Brauman, a US 
Wrestler who in the New York Times accused the Soviet bloc of obvious fixing matches, 
most interesting part about the quote is however not the match fixing but the sentiment as 
quoted by New York Times “International Athletics is a totally political thing... Most of 
them resent the United States…because we’re number one in the world. And sports are 
one area where they can demonstrate their superiority over us.” (Toohey & Veal, 2007) 
With many scandals to choose from, Toohey & Veal mainly choose judging scandals 
where supposedly impartial professional judges undermine the Olympic spirit in national 
interest, Especially the 2002 figure skating judging scandal at the Salt Lake City Olympics 
where a Russian judge decided to award the Canadian gold contenders a low score to give 
the Russian pair gold is covered extensively trying to paint a picture as to why nationalist 
interests seem so prevalent and unavoidable even with all the measures taken to eliminate 
match fixing and judging errors from the events. Toohey & Veal seem to clarify through 
extensive examples and topical discussions how nationalism is ever prevalent in the 
Olympics despite the efforts to the contrary. When the competition is running high, the 
difference in political ideologies and the constant reminder of the others being a direct 
threat to the people representing ones nation, is for even the most professional judges and 
umpires sometimes too much to ignore and remain entirely neutral about. 
 
‘Us vs. Them’ 
 
Norbert Elias was born in 1897 and is of German-Jewish descent. He began his 
sociological career in 1925 in Heidelberg as friend and collaborator of Karl Mannheim, 
who is one of the founding fathers of classical sociology. The Civilizing Process, 
published first in German in 1939 is Elias’s most important work and today is credited 
with the shaping of figurational sociology. In 1936, Eric Dunning was born in the United 
Kingdom, he became a great fan of Elias’s would both work alongside Elias and would 
revive some of his work through his own. Dunning is an Emeritus Professor of Sociology 
at the University of Leicester. He is mostly sports focused, and his connection to Elias is 
through the research he has done on functional sociology and the theory of civilizing 
processes. Dunning goes on to use Elias’s theory to examine the wider field of classical 
and modern sociology and the sociology of sport and leisure. Dunning is also co-founder 
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of the Sir Norman Chester Centre for Football Research. Elias and Dunning wrote The 
Quest for Excitement together and published in 1986. This book became an influential 
work for the sociology of sports. The Quest for Excitement, specifically the chapter on 
“The Genesis of Sport as a Sociological Problem” will be analysed and used to construct a 
theory for this project. The theory is called ‘us vs. them’ and it is important to note that 
Elias and Dunning are talking about physical violence in the context of game-contests. 
They are comparing the conditions of the Ancient Games of Greece and the sports 
movement of our time (in relation to physical violence and physical appearance). However 
the concepts behind their theory, work to prove the point that is being made. 
One of the reoccurring problems that Elias and Dunning could see in sports was that of 
judgment. Countries, societies, individuals etc. all compare to each other and within each 
other. But obviously this creates a lot of misunderstanding, as they are all different they 
are comparing on an invalid platform: ”It is precisely the misunderstanding of the factual 
nature of civilizing processes, the prevailing tendency to use terms like ‘civilized’ and 
‘uncivilized’ as expressions of ethnocentric value judgments, as absolute and final moral 
judgments – we are ‘good’, they are ‘bad’, or vice versa…” (Elias and Dunning, 1986: 
133) In explanation to this quote it is necessary to briefly present Elias’s The Civilizing 
Process. The book is virtually an analysis of civilization, especially regarding behaviour. 
In the first volume he traces how Europeans have developed over time with different 
manners, for example with violence, sexual behaviour and bodily functions. Yet, in his 
second volume he goes on to say how these have been the foundation of state building, 
and therefore can only be looked at from within that state. Returning to the quote, Elias 
and Dunning are saying that it is a misunderstanding to judge from the perspective of 
one’s own culture and therefore creates an us versus them phenomenon. Nevertheless they 
go on to say that because of the ‘civilizing process’ it is impossible not to; “Thus our 
immediate, our almost automatic emotional response often induces us to judge societies 
with different standards [of violence control and of revulsion against violence] as if the 
members of these societies had been free to choose between their standards and their 
norms and ours, and, having had this choice, had taken the wrong decision.” (Elias and 
Dunning, 1986: 134-135) It has come to the point where individuals involuntarily believe 
they are ‘better’ that others, or in the case of violence that their societies are not savages 
like others. Therefore, “we enjoy, in relation to them, the same feeling of ‘being better’, of 
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moral superiority often experienced in relation to individual offenders in our own society 
if we call their conduct ‘uncivilized’ or ‘barbarous’, in this manner expressing our feeling 
of moral superiority.” (Elias and Dunning, 1986: 135) Humans forget how different we 
are, and not only that but the different rates that we are developing at. A significant aspect 
of the development of societies is for example that of economic means of production. 
Each society is at a different stage in their economic process, and produces at different 
rates. We rush to find a general yardstick for all human societies, oblivious to the fact that 
the yardstick is measured according to our own threshold. It is a paradigmatic example of 
the misunderstandings that occur every day. “One encounters here a very striking example 
of the barrier to the understanding of societies produced by the dominance of 
heteronomous evaluations over the perception of functional interdependencies.” (Elias and 
Dunning, 1986: 140) 
Elias and Dunning go on to present an example; “In the twentieth century, the mass 
slaughter of conquered groups by the German Nazis has aroused almost world-wide 
revulsion. The memory of it for some time tarnished the good name of Germany among 
the nations of the world. The shock was all the greater because many people had lived 
under the illusion that, in the twentieth century, such barbarities could no longer happen. 
They had tacitly assumed that people had become more ‘civilized’, that they had become 
‘morally better’ as part of their nature. They has taken pride in being less savage than their 
forefathers or than other peoples that they knew without ever facing up to the problem 
which their own relatively more civilized behaviour posed – to the problem why they 
themselves, why their behaviour and their feelings had become more civilized.” Elias and 
Dunning saw this as a reminder that just because a nation-state acts superior and holds the 
nature of a ‘civilized nation’ it may not be an eternal characteristics of their racial or 
ethnic make-up, but are aspects of a specific type of social development that occurs. “All 
judgments about standards of civilized behaviour are comparative judgments. One cannot 
say in any absolute sense: we are ‘civilized’, they are ‘uncivilized’.” (Elias and Dunning, 
1986: 144) 
“Wider understanding of the nexus of facts provides a much better, indeed provides the 
only secure basis for value judgments of this type.” (Elias and Dunning, 1986: 144) This 
statement also goes along with what Howard. S. Becker says, “one can describe anything 
that differs from what is most common as a deviation.” (Becker 1963:3) What is common 
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to us may not be common to someone else. One is only an ‘insider’ in his own society or 
situation, and if one is an ‘outsider’ they can never truly understand the ‘others’. In the 
light of the Olympic Games, this theory is very relevant. The Olympics which are 
supposed to be a neutral arena, a place where countries can gather in peace, and 
temporarily let go of grudges, discriminations, and pride is the place where these all are 
distinctly shown;. “… at the international level, sporting events such as the Olympic 
Games…provide the only peace-time occasions where whole nation-states are able 
regularly and visibly to unite. The international expansion of sport has been predicted on 
the growth of international interdependence and the existence, with several notable 
exceptions, of a fragile and unstable world peace. Contests such as the Olympics allow the 
representatives of different nations to compete without killing one another, though the 
degree to which such contests are transformed from mock-fights into ‘real’ ones is a 
function, inter alia, of the pre-existing level of tension between the particular nation-states 
involved.” (Elias and Dunning, 1986: 223) Elias and Dunning bring up a very good point, 
are the Olympic Games just a tease? A mock-fight as they called it. A way to avoid war 
where there is death, but there is still loss. It has been argued before that sport is a viable 
substitute for war since humans cannot discard the ‘us versus them’ trend; it is definitely 
an abstract idea. The Olympics are intense competitions between representatives of nation-
states, they hold in their hands their countries honour, and no matter how harmonious this 
mega event is supposed to be, the athletes will not be able to shake off the feeling of 
superiority, it’s us versus them. This is the crucial issue: is it even possible to encourage 
co-operation or friendly rivalry, or does it persistently generate serious fighting. 
Olympic Theory: The Olympics as a venue for opposing political ideologies 
 
The following theory was constructed by the comparison of two differentiating views on 
the Olympic Games. What the Games should be ideally, and then on the contra what they 
are in reality. In sense the theory represents both the epistemology and the ontology of the 
Olympic Games. In 1896, the first modern Summer Olympic Games were held in Athens. 
Pierre de Coubertin is considered the father of the modern Olympic Games, as he was the 
one to revive them, and also known as the founder of the International Olympic 
Committee. “When Pierre de Coubertin first conceived of the idea of reviving the Olympic 
Games, he sought support among his friends in aristocratic circles. Members of an elite 
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that cultivated ties across national boundaries, not beholden to any government, they 
endorsed his plans and several served as members of the fledgling International Olympic 
Committee (IOC).” (Lechner and Boli, 2005: 2) Coubertin, at first, intended the Games to 
be a forum for competition between amateur athletes. He believed that amateur athletes 
would have more respect for the Games, as they would have to fight harder to win than 
those athletes who have been long in training. The ancient practice of a sacred truce in 
association with the Games was again revived in the modern Olympics and given the role 
in promoting peace. This role was reinforced in Coubertin's mind by the tendency of 
athletic competition to promote understanding across cultures, thereby lessening the 
dangers of war. In addition, he saw the Games as important in advocating his 
philosophical ideal for athletic competition: that the competition itself, the struggle to 
overcome one's opponent, was more important than winning. “Coubertin envisioned the 
Games as distinctly international events. They would be staged in different countries every 
four years; they would bring together athletes from many different nations. In recognizing 
the importance of national loyalties and requiring the athletes represent nations – another 
fateful legacy of the early days – Coubertin’s thinking obviously reflected the realities of 
the age. But he was no nationalist. Even before working on the Olympic revival, he has 
opposed French sports organizations devoted mainly to French glory. Notwithstanding his 
own experience, he also did not think of himself as a cosmopolitan. What the world 
needed, he thought, was not the cosmopolitanism of those who have no country, but rather 
the internationalism of “those who love their country above all, who seek to draw it the 
friendship of foreigners by professing for the countries of those foreigners an intelligent 
and enlightened sympathy.” (Lechner and Boli, 2005: 3) 
“Apart from the Greek heritage, the Olympics would favour no country or culture but 
remain neutral, devoted only to their own cause, a secular religion capable of binding 
humanity as a whole. In this way, the Games would also aid the cause of peace among 
nations. The Olympics then arose as a hopeful expression of ‘pan-human’ unity at a time 
when the nation-state seemed inexorably on the rise. Balancing national sentiment against 
universal aspiration, the Olympic vision this displayed a close affinity with the chief 
Western ideological currents of its day. The essential ‘contest’ in the constitution of the 
Olympics still expresses larger cultural forces that swirl around it.” (Lechner and Boli, 
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2005: 3) These ideals are also found in the Olympic Charter today. While the Games tried 
to keep their distance from politics, about capitalism they were never neutral. 
“Both the surprising success of the Olympic Games as quintessential global event and 
their actual content as ritual performance tell us much about world culture. Claiming the 
attention of a global audience, the Games have helped to foster a shared awareness of 
living in one world society. Run according to now-familiar rules, they show how people 
around the globe increasingly organize their common life on the basis of shared 
knowledge and principles. As the focus of athletic ambition for individuals and nations 
alike, they express widely shared values. The experience of both participants and audience 
shows how the world now has a repertoire of symbolic forms that enable, in fact impel, 
people to become conscious of the world as a single place and act in accordance with that 
consciousness. In this sense, the Olympic Games embody world culture.” (Lechner and 
Boli, 2005: 2) 
 
“From the 1894 Sorbonne Congress to the present, and seemingly with no prospect of 
cessation, nations with opposing political ideologies and domestic and foreign policies 
have used the Olympic Games as a political lever against their adversaries”  (Toohey & 
Veal, 2007) 
 
In the book “The Olympic Games: A Social Science Perspective” Kristine Toohey and 
Anthony James Veal try to analyze the spectacle of the Olympics from several different 
social science perspectives, one of these chapters includes the Politics and Nationalism 
that are seemingly evident in the Games and put forth a list of arguments as to why 
different political ideological states use the Olympics as a forum to display those 
ideologies and condemn or at least criticize the others. The claim is that the spectacle of 
the Olympics itself, and the massive attention given to it (especially the loss of prestige 
due to boycotts), not the Olympic movement itself that is to be held responsible for these 
actions, which we will discuss in slightly more detail later in the chapters. 
Toohey and Veal start by citing the birth of the Games as the first political motive in the 
long run of nationalist and international politically motivated acts between statesmen in 
the name of the Olympics. Pierre de Coubertin had many reasons for starting the Olympic 
movement, but as Toohey & Veal explain, one of them was a highly politically motivated 
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wish of regaining French prestige on the international stage after the country had lost the 
Franco-Prussian war of 1871 and therefore concede that the Olympics itself is built upon 
nation building and war like sovereignty against other nations. As Toohey and Veal start 
to mention specific examples which we will also do later, they come to the conclusion that 
the Olympic spirit of competition and the prestige projects of hosting and participating in 
the Olympics are to blame for the rampant neo realist and warlike politics that follow the 
Games with many boycotts and displays of nationalism. “In principle, all countries were 
entitled to participate, to compete on an equal basis in the same arena. As the world map 
was covered by independent nation-states, so were the Olympic playing fields. However, 
the Games hardly reflected a world in which everyone agreed on the greater common 
good. The Soviet Union challenged IOC precedent by appointing its own representatives; 
African governments challenged both South African and Rhodesian participation; 
Indonesia threatened to organize alternative Games; Israel’s participation came under fire 
from Islamic countries. Real-world fissures greatly disturbed the Elysian visions of 
Lausanne. Nor were participants die-hard believers in Coubertin’s internationalist vision. 
As the Games globalized, the desire of countries to demonstrate national greatness 
increased as well. Medal counts counted. Otherwise modestly endowed countries like East 
Germany and Cuba made it a point to shine at the Games. While in its rules and ritual the 
Olympics enshrined the formal equality of nations, they this also provided a forum for 
ideological contest and national self-elevation.” (Lechner and Boli, 2005: 5) 
Mass systems dependency theory 
 
Media systems dependency theory (MSDT), or simply “media dependency”, was 
developed by Sandra Ball-Rokeach and Melvin DeFleur in 1976 (Ball-Rokeach & 
DeFleur, 1976). The theory attempts to combine the relations of social systems, the 
individual and mass media, into a discursive explanation of media effects. The basic 
hypothesis of the dependency theory states that the more a person is depending on media 
to meet his or her needs, the bigger importance media will have on the person's life, and 
therefore the bigger effect media will as shown in the visual representation below. 
According to Ball-Rokeach and DeFleur, three media needs determine how important 
media is to a person at any given moment: 
1) The need to understand one's social world (surveillance) 
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2) The need to act meaningfully and effectively in that world (social utility) 
3) The need to escape from that world when tensions are high (fantasy-escape) 
(Ball-Rokeach & DeFleur, 1976) 
When these needs are prevalent, more people turn to media to meet these needs, and 
therefore the media have a greater opportunity to affect the people longing for satisfaction 
of these needs. That said none of these media needs are constant over long periods of time, 
as they change based on aspects of our social environment. 
 
 
 
 
It is logical to use the theories in this way, because the combination of the two approaches 
on neo realism provides a necessary balance. The Olympics are often looked at through a 
liberalist prism, and in order to not sway towards that, which is easy to do as there is much 
more bibliography on that outlook than on a pure realist view, we need to use the theories 
we have and work extra hard to prove the point we are making.   
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Background Chapter 
 
The beginning of the ancient Olympic Games 
 
The exact reason behind the birth of the Olympic Games, to this day still remains 
unknown however there are many legends as well as archaeological findings that provide 
some answers about the beginning of it all. Approximately 2700 years ago, in 776 B.C the 
first historical record of the Olympic Games happened (Olympic.org). During this time, 
Greek Mythology was one of the most important aspects of the Greek Civilization. Most 
all of Greek life revolved around their gods. Many of the facts that have been collected 
about the Olympics have in many ways been over exaggerated by the literates of that time. 
Historical athletes were often elevated to the status of demigod and had supernatural 
strength. This reveals that myths and legends related to the origin of the Games reflect the 
mythic-religious nature of the ancient Greek civilization. However the main focus of the 
ancient Olympic Games was based on a “philosophy of balance between the 
physical/athletic and spiritual/moral development, which in itself is a cornerstone of Greek 
democracy.” (Avanti Logic 2003) 
The location of the first trace of the ancient Olympic Games took place in Olympia, 
Greece. It is in the western part of the Peloponnese which, according to Greek mythology, 
is the island of ‘Pelops’ named after the founder of the Olympic Games. “Imposing 
temples, votive buildings, elaborate shrines and ancient sporting facilities were combined 
in a site of unique natural and mystical beauty” (Olympic.org). 
Despite the many myths and legends that surround the beginning of the Olympic Games, 
there are three characters that are central; Pelops, King Iphitos and Hercules. It started 
with Pelops who is written as being a local hero of Olympia. He received his title after he 
was victorious over King Oinomaos, in a chariot race, winning the right to marry the 
King’s daughter. The king died in the chariot race and in his memory Pelops organized 
chariot races as thanksgiving to the gods and for the king’s funeral and it was from this 
funeral race that the beginning of the Games was inspired. (Olympic-legacy.com) 
Hercules is Greece’s greatest hero.  He had to compete in twelve labours to free himself 
from slavery to King Eurystheos of Argos. After successfully finishing his twelfth test, 
Hercules celebrated by making a “clearing in the grove, laid out the boundaries of the 
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Altis, and instituted the first Games in honour of Zeus at site of Pelops's tomb. He is said 
to have fixed the distance of the original race (and ultimately the stadium) by placing one 
foot in front of the other six hundred times” (Olympic-legacy.com). Hercules is known for 
planting the sacred olive tree that later became the source of crowns for the Olympic 
victors at the awards ceremony (Olympic-legacy.com). 
King Iphitos is remembered as the ‘peacemaker.” Iphitos, a descendant of Hercules, is 
credited with restoring the Games and imposing the institution of the Olympic truce. At 
the time of King Iphitos, around the ninth century BC, mainland Greece was overcome by 
civil wars and migrations. Legend has it that King Iphitos went to the Oracle of Delphi 
and asked her how to bring an end to the wars that were gradually tearing down the land of 
Greece. The oracle instructed him to reinstate the Games and require a truce for their 
duration. The plan succeeded and the “Olympic Truce became a major instrument in the 
unification of the Greek states and colonies” (Olympic-legacy.com) 
The athlete is the most important aspect of the Olympic Games, and in ancient Greece the 
athletes became the closest thing to gods that humans could get, and so they were 
worshiped and adored. “Since the beginning of time the Greeks have admired the beauty 
and greatness of the athlete and made him famous throughout Greece, much as the players 
reported in the sports pages are today.” (Olympic.org) Traces of Nationalism are seen 
within the ancient Games, as the victorious athlete would bring back honour to his family 
and city. “The winners brought fame to the cities from which they had come, and the 
townsfolk, as well as the aristocrats idolized them…Great prestige was bestowed upon the 
winners. Kings and aristocrats offered their daughters in marriage, and poetry was written 
about them. Their fame grew throughout the Greek-speaking world. Often sculptors would 
use the athletes as subjects for their work, and these art works would be displayed on the 
main streets of the towns from which the athletes came” (Elliot 2004). The athletes 
became celebrities. In the cities where the war had destroyed them, while the Olympic 
Games were held, the Athletes would restore hope to their city. They not only were a 
symbol of extreme strength, but also of optimism and peace. The Games “aimed to show 
the physical qualities and evolution of the performances accomplished by young people, 
as well as encouraging good relations between the cities of Greece” (Olympic.org). 
Some legends state that the gods came down from Mt. Olympus and also participated in 
the Games. “Both men and gods participated in the Games, and as a prime requisite, all 
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must speak Greek, and must swear they have been in rigorous training for the preceding 
ten months. Slaves could compete, but only if their language was Greek - in short, no 
foreigners were allowed.” (Elliot 2004) These are distinct differences from the modern 
Olympics. Today gods are not seen competing in the Games, and there is not one required 
language to be granted the permission to compete. 
The “athlete village” existed in ancient Greece, just as it does in the modern Games, 
though the activities that occur within the village are different. “Participants and their 
sponsors made sacrifices to Zeus and other deities before the races to encourage the gods 
to make them swift and powerful. The festival drew great crowds of people, as well as 
vendors of food and drink, arts and crafts, pottery and other goods, not unlike a country 
fair…The athletes who were participating in the Games erected tents in which to rest and 
prepare for the events.” (Elliot 2004) Today you will also have sponsors’ advertisement 
surrounding the Olympic stadium, village and at times even worn on the athlete 
themselves. 
In ancient Greece the athletes trained relentlessly, as the Games were very competitive, 
but their diligence and perseverance would pay off. “Although mortal, their Olympic 
victories immortalized them. Of the best athletes who left their mark on the sacred valley 
of Olympia, some surpassed all limits and became legends by winning in successive 
Olympic Games and remaining at the forefront of their sport for more than a decade” 
(Olympic.org). The following Games were believed by the Greek to most effectively show 
“athletic prowess” They consisted of contests of the Long Jump, Javelin Throw, Discus 
Throw, Wrestling and Boxing, as well as Foot Races. Though the Games were a religious 
festival, there was a military aspect to them. “Contests such as the Javelin Throw, and the 
Discus Throw taught potential soldiers how to throw a spear and rocks in battle…The 
Foot Races were the oldest of the Games.” (Elliot 2004) 
When reading about the ancient Olympic Games 2700 years after the first occurrence it’s 
hard to finely separate fact and legend. But one of the recurring themes is that of the 
athlete. Both then and today the athlete becomes ‘world-known’ in what is their world. 
They work hard, and train day and night and with victory they are awarded with more than 
just a crown or medal they become a hero. Both in ancient Greece and in the modern 
Games heroes are someone the people can look up to and admire. 
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Another important difference between the ancient and modern Games is that of the 
religious connection. In the Games today they make it a point to keep religious neutrality 
in both the Games, but especially in the athlete village. In ancient Greece, the Games 
could not be played without the involvement of religion. The Olympic Games were a 
religious event dedicated to the glory of Zeus. If a specific form of strength was used, then 
a specific god would be prayed to and offered a sacrifice. Religion was an important 
aspect of ancient Greece, the very foundation of it was built around its mythology. 
Another tradition that has survived from the ancient Games is that of the “Victory 
Ceremonies” or otherwise known as Award Ceremonies. “The Olympic victor received his 
first awards immediately after the competition. Following the announcement of the 
winner's name by the herald, a Hellanodikis [Greek judge] would place a palm branch in 
his hands, while the spectators cheered and threw flowers to him. Red ribbons were tied 
on his head and hands as a mark of victory.” (Olympic.org) The official award ceremony 
would take place on the last day of the Games, as it does in the modern Games, at the 
elevated vestibule of the temple of Zeus. In a loud voice, the herald would announce the 
name of the Olympic winner, his father's name, and his homeland. Then, the Hellanodikis 
would place the sacred olive tree wreath on the winner's head (Olympic.org). 
Peace was upheld and respected in the ancient Olympic Games. It was the one time that 
everything in all of Greece where people would stop what they were doing, and travel 
from afar to visit the legendary Olympia with its godlike athletes. People felt close to the 
gods when attending the Games, they believe that the presence of the god was there. The 
Olympic Truce also resulted in creating the safest periods for the people, as peace 
stretched across the Greek city states. The Games at Olympia soon became one of the 
most important and popular festivals during the Greek years. Wars temporarily stopped 
while the soldiers went to Olympia to compete. When the Games were over, they went 
back to their battlefields and resumed the wars. (Elliot 2004) In ancient Greece the 
Olympic Games were openly political“…politicians flocked there to do their politicking in 
the stimulating atmosphere. Many a law was formulated among the many trails that 
surrounded the centre, and many a treaty was made between otherwise warring parties” 
(Elliot 2004). By A.D. 393 the Romans had taken control of Greece and along with it its 
traditions, which included the Olympic Games. As the Romans were pro-war they were 
not able to uphold the Olympic Truce which was one of the main ideals behind the 
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Olympic Games. They reprimanded peace and therefore the Olympics could no longer 
function peacefully as they were not willing to negate current wars. Therefore because 
their political forces were the ruling power of the time, politics won over good 
sportsmanship. Therefore Christian emperor Theodosius I abolished the Games. Perhaps 
this is the reason that one of the founding legislations of the modern Olympic Games 
which is stated in the charter, chapter 5 “No kind of demonstration or political, religious or 
racial propaganda is permitted in the Olympic areas” (Olympic charter). 
 
Retrospective on the modern Olympic Games 
 
After many unsuccessful attempts from various groups in Great Britain and other parts of 
Europe to reinstate the Olympic Games in the mid-to-late 19th century (Young, 2004) 
French aristocrat, educator and historian Pierre de Frédy, Baron de Coubertin created the 
most sustainable and conscious affect to reinvent the Olympics into a modern global 
celebration of sports, when he in 1889 under his self established committee Comité pour 
la Propagation des Exercises Physiques along with his friend and former British Olympic 
idealist Dr. William Penny Brookes who had previously organized a “national Olympic 
Games” in the London area of Crystal Palace in 1866 (Hill, 1996) and the two through a 
series of letters and ties to the Greek government, Coubertin managed to solicit the help of 
Greek businessmen Evangelis and Konstantinos Zappas who through own funding and 
pitches to the Greek government got a refurbishing planned of the historic Panathenaic 
Stadium for a re-launch of the Olympic Games in 1896 with Greek participant Demetrius 
Veklas appointed as the first chairman of what would become the International Olympic 
Committee. Coubertin insisted that the sport was for amateurs, and the Olympic Games 
would be a celebration of the competition in itself, as he was quoted “The important thing 
in life is not the triumph but the struggle, the essential thing is not to have conquered but 
to have fought well.” (Hill, 1996). 
While the first Olympics did celebrate Sports, it was also almost always in conjecture with 
something else, the 1900 Games in Paris co-existed with the World’s Fair as was the 1904 
Games in St. Louis, Missouri which also meant a lot of side-acts associated with the 
Olympics. During the aforementioned St. Louis Games, a local businessman decided to 
hold his own Olympics to drum up business, James Edward Sullivan created the “Savages 
Page | 28  
 
Olympics” in which the uneducated “savages” such as negroes, pygmies and Native 
Americans were in many cases forced to compete in mainstream Olympic events for 
“Anthropological studies” (Jones, 2012), and while racial debacle lead to outrage amongst 
De Coubertin and his European peers, they were powerless to stop it as most of them did 
not attend the Games due to the travel costs of going to St. Louis. With racial 
insensitivities and the Olympics for a second time being upstaged by the World’s Fair in 
terms of spectators, Coubertin decided to return to Athens only 2 years later in 1906 as 
planned due to the massive success of the 1896 Games leading Greece to believe it could 
host the Games every four years. While today not officially recognized, the “Intercalated 
Games” as they are now known proved a success as a “back to basics” approach with new 
ideas that later became standard such as the Olympic village and closing ceremonies 
(Sullivan, 1906). 
With a few failures under their belt, De Coubertin and the rest of the IOC now had a 
blueprint that made the 1908 and 1912 Olympics much more stable and successful, with 
sports now becoming the focus point and the Olympics standing for itself. Although many 
events that we today do not associate with the Olympics were introduced and since 
dropped, including literature (in which De Coubertin himself won gold at the 1912 
Olympics), sculpting and the likes; Soon the events became more focused on sports, but 
while De Coubertin and the IOC had insisted on making politics play no part in the 
Olympics, the first world war made it clear that this goal could not be achieved. 
The first Olympics after the great war were maybe as political as you could possibly get in 
1920, the lone fact that the Games were given to Antwerp in Belgium to make up for the 
country’s massive losses in the war (Olympic.org) was a testament that the IOCs pledge to 
neutrality could easily be swayed. The Games had originally been awarded to Budapest, 
but since the Austro-Hungarian Empire no longer existed, and had been on the “wrong” 
side of the war by supporting Emperor Wilhelm’s German Empire, it was hastily moved to 
the Belgians as a consolation and chance to redeem for the Germans sins. Beyond this 
location to the site of much of the war, the Games were also draped in intra-national 
turmoil following “the war to end all wars”. Hungary, Germany, Austria, Bulgaria and 
Turkey were all banned from the Games, (Holzel 2008) and many other nations including 
the Czechoslovakian republic and the Soviet Union were also not participating, although 
mostly due to internal reasons. This was the first time in Olympic history that Nations 
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were banned from partaking in the Games, and although it is impossible to say if this was 
a reason for the Games lack of success, which included the local organizing committee 
going bankrupt, the German Empire alone had accounted for 25 medals in the 1912 
Olympics and would have been expected to send a large amount of participants and 
competitors to the Games if invited, even despite the losses of the war. Although Germany 
was also barred from the 1924 Olympics, the Paris Olympics were seen as quite a success 
with the war already seemingly forgotten, although the Soviet Union was yet to play a part 
there was a feeling of Olympic spirit as it has now been known. And with the Germans 
doing well under new leadership of Hindenburg it was allowed to re-enter for the 1928 
Games in Amsterdam which is mostly known for the introduction of Coca Cola as a 
sponsor, but from a political standpoint very uneventful. It was due to the successful re-
emergence of Germany under the Weimar Republic after the treaty of Versailles that it 
was only fitting to reward Berlin the Olympics of 1936. And in doing so the IOC gave 
way to one of the most controversial events of the 20th century and undoubtedly the 
benchmark for a marriage between sports and politics. One could fill up this entire 
retrospective on politics and the Olympics with academic studies of these particular 
Games, but as that is not the main goal; a more abridged recollection will be given.  Many 
scholars disagree on whether the IOC during this period was a willing collaborator or an 
organization that favoured the aesthetics of fascist governments. (Roche, 2000) Although 
the IOC was insulated from the reality of Nazism, elements of Hitler's regime were in 
parallel alignment with the sporting ideologies of the IOC (Roche, 2000). 
No matter what the real truth is, the IOC saw no problem in giving Berlin the Olympics 
despite the large fascist movement and although there were some initial discussions about 
the Jewish segment of Germany being under poor conditions, in no point were the Games 
ever threatened by its main governing body. Boycott threats from the US were quickly laid 
to rest as Hitler promised that the Games would not serve as political propaganda, but as a 
tribute to peace and sports as a means of bringing people together. Needless to say the 
Games were draped in Swastikas and the Germans fielded no Jews at all except half-
Jewish silver medallist Helene Meyer. Most know the story of Jesse Owens from these 
Olympics, the black athlete who ruined Hitler’s hopes for the Aryan race by winning four 
gold medals. The fact that this story is the most told of all Olympic lore is yet another 
example of the politicization of the Games, by proving the Nazi regime wrong in its 
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feeling of superiority Owens had unwillingly struck a blow against Fascism the stories 
would have you believe, and while Hitler in fact recognizes Owens achievements unlike 
his president back home (Mandell, 1987). The Games will be forever known as the go-to 
Olympics for political reasons, mostly due to the Nazi symbolism that many of scholars 
have written and analyzed, most famously by Richard Mandell in his book “The Nazi 
Olympics.” Although disagreements are still plentiful about the Games there can be no 
doubt that the furher himself was committed to holding an exceptional Games and display 
Germany’s rise back to power under the, in his view, humiliating treaty of Versailles. 
When the Second World War ended, the Olympics once again re-entered as a vehicle for 
political statements as, in a near exact replica of the 1920 Games, the losing nations of the 
war (Germany and Japan) were excluded from participation as punishment for starting the 
war, (Holzel 2008) as well as the newly formed country of Israel was also barred from 
entering due to expected boycott from Muslim nations if allowed to participate. And thus 
even though the war was over it was again easy to see how politics influenced the 
Olympic Games despite the goals of the organization. However the 48 Games would not 
be the last to see boycotts and power politics be a focal point of the Games. Eight years 
later in Australia, the boycotters were at it again this time lead by The Netherlands and 
Spain who refused to participate due to the Soviet entry into Hungary during the 
revolution that same year, but other nations also decided to again use the Olympics as the 
scene of a political statement as Egypt, Lebanon and Iraq also decided to publicly not go 
to Melbourne as Israel was again the focal point. This time for the invasion of the Sinai 
Peninsula in a reversal of only eight years previous where Israel were excluded to avoid 
this particular scenario. Also China played big politics in the Melbourne Games by using 
the IOCs recognition of Taiwan as their reason to not participate. In an ironic twist the 
East and West German squads compete as one for the first time since the split, meanwhile 
Hungary and the Soviet Union both participated culminating in one of the ugliest, toughest 
events in Olympic History as the Hungarian water polo team beat the Soviets 4-0 (Holzel, 
2008). 
Then again things went quiet for a while on the political front, from Rome in 1960 to 
Mexico City in 1968 there were no real political statements except those related to sport 
(like when Indonesia and North Korea boycotted the 1964 Games due to ineligibility of 
some athletes) But then again, politics would show it’s face on the Olympic stage in 1972 
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as members of the Palestinian terrorist group Black September kidnapped and held 
hostage eleven Israeli athletes in what is now known as the “Munich Massacre”. An apt, 
yet sad title to a hostage rescue gone wrong as all eleven Israeli athletes along with a 
German police officer, with five of the terrorists also killed in a failed attempt at taking the 
hostages back by force. The Olympics had perhaps lost its innocence with Hitler’s 
propaganda forty years earlier, but many will argue that it was in Munich that the 
Olympics was a political forum for whatever message you might want to send. And was 
an immensely powerful media, well-illustrated by the fact that still to this day, the German 
media discusses Black September’s demands for release of members of the Red Army 
Faction, and go back to Munich 1972 whenever Palestinian-Israeli relations worsen to the 
point of terrorism. 
After a brief foray into terrorism and kidnapping by rogue groups, the politicians were at it 
again with their attempts of pushing agenda through the Games. The Montreal Olympics 
in 1976 are hardly remembered for its boycotts as no one tends to notice when 26 African 
countries play power politics. The countries reacted to IOCs refusal to exclude New 
Zealand from the Games, after their National Rugby team had toured segregated South 
Africa earlier in 1976. The IOC chose the Kiwis over the Africans, while the Canadians 
chose China over Taiwan as the Taiwanese boycotted the Games due to not being 
recognized by the Canadian government. This however was nothing compared to the 
power politics of the next two Olympic Games. 
If ever power politics provided the blood for the Games to bathe in, 1980 was the case in 
point. Outraged at the Soviet entrance into Afghanistan in 1979, US President Jimmy 
Carter decided the Olympics where the perfect forum to hurt the rival superpower. Carter 
was not even subtle in his politicization of the Games, threatening to revoke the passport 
of any US citizen who wanted to compete in the Games of 1980 (Holzel, 2008) over 60 
countries decided not to go to Moscow including both the US, West Germany and China 
making the Games the smallest in over 20 years in numbers of participants. The US had 
made their mark here completely making the rhetoric in the Olympics about the Boycott, 
rather than the amazing athletic achievements that despite the lack of the big three saw 36 
world records being set. 
In 1984 Los Angeles were to host the Games having been beaten out by Moscow in 1980 
there was no real competition for the American entry, as one might easily suggest the IOC 
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felt obligated to award the Americans the show after the Russians had their turn and no 
one except Tehran did in fact run against Los Angeles. Humiliated by the boycott of 1980, 
the Soviet Union responded with a boycott of their own, gaining steam once again by all 
its allies including East Germany and Czechoslovakia, playing an obvious game of “we 
can boycott too.” During the height of the Cold War the Soviets were the first to actively 
accuse a country of using the Games for “political purposes”, “stirring up anti-Soviet 
propaganda” and of having a “cavalier attitude to security of Russian athletes," (Holzel 
2008) the US Responded by gleefully winning everything they could on the field just as 
the Soviets had done four years prior. 
The Olympics have had its ups and downs, but having clearly established itself as an 
enormous media event, it seems as though political turmoil follow the Games. The 
Olympics as a natural battleground for states seems to spur nations to use the forum to 
display both nationalism and foreign policies. Something we will look further into in this 
study. 
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Analysis 
Chapter 1 – How has the apolitical charter of the Olympic Spirit fared since the start 
of the modern Games in 1896? 
Hypothesis: The Olympic Games are a political hotbed and cannot be completely 
neutral 
 
The Olympic charter is a massive 103 page definition on “The Olympic Ideal” and 
surrounds many, if not all the main debates surrounding the Games, but in this chapter the 
focus is on only a few tidbits that involve politics. Although the following quote is 
continually mentioned it is done so with the purpose of highlighting its importance; “any 
form of discrimination with regard to a country or a person on grounds of race, religion, 
politics, gender or otherwise is incompatible with belonging to the Olympic Movement.” 
The IOC admits new members at a ceremony during which they agree to fulfil their 
obligations by taking the following oath: “Granted the honour of becoming a member of 
the International Olympic Committee, and declaring itself aware of my responsibilities in 
such capacity, I undertake to serve the Olympic Movement to the very best of my ability; 
to respect and ensure the respect of all the provisions of the Olympic Charter and the 
decisions of the International Olympic Committee, which I consider as not subject to 
appeal on my part; to comply with the Code of Ethics; to keep myself” 
“The NOCs must preserve their autonomy and resist all pressures of any kind, including 
but not limited to political, legal, religious or economic pressures which may prevent them 
from complying with the Olympic Charter” 
“An NOC shall only enter competitors upon the recommendations for entries given by 
national federations. If the NOC approves thereof, it shall transmit such entries to the 
OCOG. The OCOG must acknowledge their receipt. NOCs must investigate the validity 
of the entries proposed by the national federations and ensure that no one has been 
excluded for racial, religious or political reasons or by reason of other forms of 
discrimination” 
 “During the entire period of the Olympic Games, including all ceremonies, no speeches of 
any kind may be held by any representative of any government or other public authority, 
nor by any other politician, in any venue placed under the responsibility of the OCOG. 
During the Opening and Closing Ceremonies, only the IOC President and the President of 
the OCOG are entitled to deliver short addresses.” 
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These are the points in focus to the analysis of the main question at hand, how has the 
apolitical charter of the Olympic Spirit fared since the start of the modern Games in 1896? 
Before outlining the hypothesis that the Games and therefore also the world is a political 
hotbed and thus cannot be completely neutral, this chapter will go through in great detail 
the most politically charged Olympics and attempt to prove that the Olympics will always 
be a highly charged political powder keg and despite the strict wording in the above 
quotes from the official charter, policy makers will always be aware of the immense 
potential that the Olympics have for massive propaganda or national display. 
Espy in 1979, as discussed by Toohey & Veal, outlined four main links between sports 
and politics as a strong union. Firstly, athletes typically represent an organization which is 
competing against a similar body. Secondly, a ritual is used to affirm allegiance to that 
organization. Thirdly governments are involved in the preparation of élite athletes and 
subsidization of their training and competition. And fourthly, because of the institutional 
nature of sporting governing bodies, there is politics within and between these federations, 
because the Olympics have pre-eminence as an international sporting event which is 
watched in all corners of the world, they have become the ideal medium through which to 
demonstrate political power and causes (Toohey & Veal 2007). 
It is especially this final fourth point that intrigues this project, in Espys analysis as he 
already in 1979 had plenty of arguments to claim politicisation and this was even before 
the famous Moscow boycotts of 1980 and Los Angeles in 1984. Toohey and Veal (2007) 
seem to agree with Espys theorising by writing “Although the rhetoric of the IOC suggests 
the opposite, the organizational structure and rituals of the Games themselves added to this 
incentive. When Olympic medal ceremonies play the national anthem and raise the flag of 
the victors country, when athletes march into the stadium nation by nation these practices 
are overtly creating nationalistic tensions, rivalries and pride” (Toohey & Veal, 2007). As 
previously quoted, the IOC charter states that “no kind of demonstration or political, 
religious or racial propaganda is permitted in any Olympic sites, venues or other areas” 
amongst other things. Yet according to Toohey the opening ceremonies especially seem to 
encourage this kind of demonstration of values, usually encouraging traditional values in 
clothing and image giving what could be construed as a paradox or maybe even double 
Page | 35  
 
standards in the matter as many cultural pasts include specific instances of what the IOC 
tries to distance themselves from. 
Before carrying on with specific instances, Toohey & Veal will be used again to break up 
the politics of the Games into six different categories that we can refer back to: 1) Internal 
politics (within the nation where the Olympics is being staged). 2) International rivalries 
(Based on political or ideological disputes between nations using the Games as a tool). 3) 
Competitors have used the Games as forum for political demonstrations. 4) Participating 
nations have tried to equate Olympic success with their social, economic and political 
superiority. 5) Politics within the IOC have impacted the Olympic policy. And 6) Non-
Participants have used the Games to further their political causes. Starting with two 
examples that fit Category 1 regarding internal politics within the host nation, first of all 
the very first modern Olympics in 1896 and then later in Montreal 1970. 
The first Olympics were opened already with internal politics taking the high seat to the 
basic principles of the Olympic movement, as the Greek were given the Olympics on 
cultural and sensitivity basis alone, the government did not have funds necessary to put the 
Games together. The Games might have never existed if it wasn’t for intervention from 
the royal family who admitted freely that their insistence on the reversal of the 
government decision was to boost the prestige of the monarchy and gave new hope to the 
Greek national consciousness. De Coubertin admitted this himself saying “in the case of 
Greece, the Games will be found to have a double effect, one athletic and the other 
political. Besides working to solve the centuries old eastern question the Games helped to 
increase the personality of the King and Crown Prince” (Stenk, 1970 as found in Toohey 
& Veal, 2007). With the first Olympics already smeared in personal gain by a leader with 
political motives, the first category by Toohey & Veal seem to be fulfilled, and while there 
is still the internal politics of both Paris 1900 and Mexico 1968, but the second example of 
using the Games for internal politics is in Montreal 1976. An Olympics that almost never 
happened due to massive budget arguments. The Montreal Games were marred by local 
governments continued failings in hosting the Games, an estimated cost of US$120 
million in 1969 had by 1976 ballooned to a massive US$1.6 billion with over a billion 
dollar deficit, this led to a massive local enquiry which is excerpted in Strenk: “Drapeau 
(Mayor of Montreal City).. And the Civic Party politicians visualized the Olympics as a 
chance to improve their political position and popularity in the city. The Games were in 
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addition an opportunity for Montreal to host another international event which would help 
attract further attention and possible foreign investment for Montreal. Thirdly the Games 
would help increase the power of the local French-Canadian ruling elite. Fourthly local 
jobs were created for many unemployed French-Canadians. Finally the Games would 
express the will of French-Canadian populace to survive in the face of Anglo-French 
domination of Canada as a whole” (Strenk, 1970 as found in Toohey & Veal 2007). 
Without going into local Canadian politics, Strenks quote from the commission combined 
with Drapeaus continued hindrance of the Games by also volunteering Montreal for the 
1974 world bicycling championships it is safe to say that the Montreal Games were also a 
site of Local interests by politicians being the main focus for Olympic turmoil. The debt of 
the stadium un-affectionately known by the people as “The Big Owe” was finally paid off 
in 2006 over 30 years after the Games (CBC News, 2006). 
Moving on to the second category established as Opposing Ideological Ideologies, perhaps 
the main reason to write this project is that the neo realist approach focuses a lot on the 
constant struggle between nation states which mainly coincide with ideology.  To start 
with the big one right away, 1936 Games in Berlin also known as “The Nazi Olympics”. 
The 1936 Olympics itself has been subject of a lot of analysis, the book “Nazi Olympics” 
by Richard D. Mandell is one of the biggest works and encompasses a full analysis, but in 
this part of the chapter the centre of attention is on the ideological opposition that was 
showed in the Olympics. 
The Berlin Games of 1936 were awarded before Hitler came in to power in 1933, and 
despite the Nazi regimes initial reluctance to hold the Games, they quickly decided that it 
could benefit their cause. However the rest of the world had gathered and seemed 
unwilling to still award the Games to the Germans. Hitler’s persecution of the Jewish 
population in Germany had amongst other things declared world class athletes such as 
Gretel Bergmann who had her German Record vanquished from the record books by the 
regime and banned from the Olympics. This led to an IOC high meeting in June of 1933 
where the leaders reaffirmed the Berlin Olympics on the grounds that the government 
guaranteed to uphold to the letter every IOC rule and regulation including, but not limited 
to the discrimination on grounds of race or religion. As the IOC had given the Germans 
the benefit of the doubt, the opposing nations now decided boycott was the best option. 
The US Amateur Athletic Union voted to boycott unless the treatment of Jews in Germany 
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was improved and even sent their president Brundage to Germany to inspect the situation. 
The Germans responded by admitting five Jewish candidates to the team and the matter 
was settled. In 1935 the American general Charles Sherrill who was IOC member at the 
time said as quoted in Kass, 1976 that: “As to obstacles placed in the way of Jewish 
athletes...I would have no more business discussing that in Germany than if the Germans 
attempted to discuss the Negro situation in the American South or the treatments of 
Japanese in California” (Toohey & Veal, 2007). But the situation was not resolved as the 
Nuremberg Laws excluding Jewish people from German citizenship in 1935 prompted 
35.000 demonstrators advocating boycott. Yet the Americans did not take as harsh of a 
stand as the Russians who officially said they would not participate and the AAU decided 
to stand with their convictions and participate. However, later on this would come back to 
haunt the Americans even if Jesse Owens became famous for outrunning the Aryan race. 
The meat of the second category of international opposition comes from 1948 and 
onwards. The Cold War meant that the lines were drawn op on both physical and 
ideological fronts, and the tensions were high in the immediate post-war period and 
beyond as the countries disagreed on many political and social issues. The 1948 Olympics 
in London were smothered in controversy from the very beginning as the choice itself of a 
western city devastated by the war, in a country with serious economic trouble in efforts to 
rebuilding after the losses became a topic for discussion. Those discussions meanwhile 
took a backseat to the question of Soviet participation, AAU President Avery Brundage 
whom we have previously mentioned as an important figure in the 36 Games wrote to a 
colleague as quoted in Espy, 1979, “My own guess is that the real object of the Russians is 
to humiliate the West...Every time they force a Federation to break its own rules in order 
to let them compete, Russian prestige is increased and the Western prestige is decreased. 
The trouble at the moment…is that about half the countries don’t want to annoy Russia; 
and any other country which is anxious to obtain a World Championship or a World 
Congress is reluctant to annoy the Eastern bloc” (Toohey & Veal, 2007). However in 48, 
the issue was easily resolved as the Soviets did not manage to, and the NOC was therefore 
ineligible to participate. However the Americans, though well intended made a faux-pas 
when they tried to gesture by offering to feed all the athletes participating in 1948 due to 
the war turmoil’s, Espy as quoted by Toohey & Veal says “The Soviet Magazine Ogonyk 
interpreting the gesture as provocative, denounced the offer as a ‘pork trick”’, made to 
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bring profits to American capitalists on their ‘canned pork’ and to provide an excuse in 
case the United States team was defeated” (Toohey & Veal, 2007). But it wasn’t only the 
Americans and Russians who could not keep the apolitical spirit of the Olympics. An 
Italian reporter accused the British government of barring him from entering the country 
to cover the Games because he was a communist causing the Brits to accuse him of being 
a saboteur and creating a minor incident. 
In both 1952 and 1956 there were issues surrounding the Cold War at its climax. In 1952 
the Germans were the ones caught in the middle as IOC regulations specified each country 
could only have one NOC (National Olympic Committee) and at the time neither West nor 
East Germany had been officially recognized by the IOC as separate nations. Therefore a 
major debate ensued in the IOC and in the world as to how Germany could be allowed to 
enter the Helsinki Olympics, ending with a compromise that satisfied no one as the IOC 
decided to let the Germans figure out how to create a single team after having given a 
tentative lean towards West Germany over East Germany in the bidding process. In the 
end the combined German team had not a single East German athlete on it as the GDR did 
not agree with the decision. In 1956 in Melbourne, it was Israel for the first time who 
came in to focus as the Suez Canal incident caused Egypt and Lebanon to withdraw in 
disgust from the Games, the former citing in Killanin & Rodda “Nations guilty of 
cowardly aggression should be expelled from the Games” (Toohey & Veal, 2007). But the 
Cold War would wear its ugly head into the Games yet again as the Hungarian Revolution 
of 1956 caused major friction between the athletes. The Soviets had monitored incoming 
news broadcasts to the athletes gathered in Prague for training in an attempt to subdue 
potential violent outbreaks. However when the Hungarians got to Melbourne and the news 
became clear to them what had happened back in Budapest, tempers were flying, 
especially during a now famous water polo match that spectators have described as “The 
Blood Bath of Melbourne” or “The Blood in the water match”. It was clear for everyone 
that the specific match was just as politically charged as the war on the streets of 
Budapest. 
Now we come to the two big ones, Moscow 1980 and Los Angeles 1984. The poster boys 
for using the Olympics to symbolize international political disagreements. It started when 
Moscow was selected over Los Angeles for the 1980 Games, the United States, offended 
by this according to Toohey & Veal decided to humiliate the Russians by mocking their 
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Olympics in not participating (Toohey & Veal, 2007). Using the Soviet invasion of 
Afghanistan in 1979 as an excuse, US President Jimmy Carter claimed he would boycott 
the Games if the troops were not out within a month, as this did not happen Carter tried to 
get support for his actions. Nevertheless immediate response from Australian Prime 
Minister Malcolm Fraser declaring as quoted in text by Australian Parliament “The 
Ames…are an international event – not a Russian event – and should be seen in that 
context” (Toohey & Veal, 2007). However despite the initial reluctance and lack of 
support, Carter continued his agenda and slowly got more developed nations on his side. 
The Soviets did not pull out of Afghanistan, therefore Carter decided to go on with his 
boycott and tried to apply pressure by including a strong argument at the 1980 Bilderberg 
convention in Aachen, where an unnamed African official at the meeting stated “Boycott 
would be an effective symbolic protest because of its dramatic visibility to the citizens of 
the USSR, regardless of whether it provoked results,” (Wikileaks, 2010) and to other 
NATO countries. German chancellor Helmut Schmidt said that the Americans attitude was 
shameful and that they told that allies “should simply do as they are told” ( Sarantakes, 
2010). Carter even went so far as to send national hero and former Olympian Muhammad 
Ali to Tanzania, Senegal and Nigeria to try and coerce leaders into joining the boycott. It 
did not work as even Ali was weary about the situation and was seen as a failure. 
Nonetheless many of the U.S. allies were trying to be more subtle in their handling of the 
boycott issue by “discouraging” their athletes from participation instead of an outright 
boycott trying to circumvent the IOC rules by letting the athletes themselves decide based 
on “facts”. However Kremlin was not pleased with the American explanation of 
Afghanistan being the main cause of the boycott instead arguing that the boycott was a 
ploy against the Socialist state of the Soviet Union in a feeble attempt to regain his fading 
popularity as president (Toohey & Veal, 2007). According to Kannin as quoted by Toohey 
& Veal, the Moscow Boycott was “the most extensive diplomatic effort ever connected 
with an Olympic celebration and demonstrated unequivocally that nations saw the 
Olympics as an effective tool to try to influence the foreign policy of nations with 
opposing political ideologies” (Toohey & Veal, 2007). While Afghanistan was a 
moderately realistic excuse for the American boycott of the Moscow Games in 1980, the 
Russians, clearly angry at the western boycott four years before, cited “Cost of Athlete 
stay”, “Failure of the US Government to accept Olympic identity cards instead of Visas” 
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and “Lack of permission for Aeroflot to take athletes to the Games and denial of a Soviet 
ship to dock in Los Angeles Harbour” as their main arguments for not participating in the 
1984 Games. It was clear to all that the Kremlin had decided to retaliate from the U.S. 
embarrassment in Moscow with their own as the Americans were to showcase their nation 
to the world. As with Moscow 1980, the main instigator convinced its allies to participate 
in the boycott making this a much bigger issues than just two countries disagreeing. 
The Moscow Olympics and the Los Angeles Games of 1980 and 1984 are important not 
only for their initial boycott, but for their major political impact. It was clear when reading 
the Bilderberg report leaked many years later that Carter was putting a lot of pressure on 
his allies to gain support for his Boycott. This is important in the neo realist approach as 
the theory states that smaller states will often latch on to bigger, more powerful states in 
order to ensure their own survival so called “piggy backing” (Waltz, 1979). When Carter 
pressured smaller states into submission in a seemingly neutral sports competition, one 
could easily analyze this as a prime example of realism in its original intent as the US’s 
power politics directly influence the smaller allies and if not force them, at least strongly 
coerce them into not participating in what is supposed to be an international celebration of 
athleticism where politics are strictly forbidden. 
On to the fourth part, Nationalism or using Olympic success to display the superiority of 
political, economic or social actions in the country where we once again start in Nazi 
Germany at the 1936 Olympics in Berlin. Just like Moscow and Los Angeles the poster 
boys for foreign policy decisions affecting the Olympics, the Nazi Olympics in 1936 is the 
most overt example of a nations attempt to use the Olympics to illustrate its superiority 
and major comeback on to the world stage. After crippling World War I repayments and 
the global recession just a few years prior, Hitler was adamant in proving to the world that 
Germany had risen again and the Olympics were just the forum to do it. In fact the 
Olympics itself were rewarded to Germany in 1931 as an attempt to aid the Germans in its 
restoration (Loder, 1997). Hitler also saw the Games as a possibility to cool off the 
international discontent against his country as noted in Strenk “Here was a chance to show 
the world how modern and progressive Germany was… to demonstrate that Germans were 
happy and prosperous under the Nazi system, and to divert public attention away from 
other areas of Nazi policy such as the campaigns against the Jews” (Toohey & Veal, 
2007). A massive amount of money and resources went in to the Olympics, more than any 
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had ever seen before especially with technology being in the forefront of the Olympics 
highlighted by new recording techniques like electronic timing, photo finish and television 
broadcasts. The Germans were adamant in proving to the world through the Olympics that 
despite the humiliating treaty of Versailles, the nation was still a frontrunner in the world 
and a country that one should not take lightly. Joseph Goebbels explained it like this “It is 
the aspiration of the Nationalist Socialist regime to bring visitors here in the largest 
possible number...In this we see the effective defence measures against the lying reports 
about Germany rampant abroad… Every German hotelier, taxi driver represents the 
Nationalist state to the foreigner. Therefore they all have the duty to behave themselves 
accordingly and not to shame the Fatherland” (Quoted in Strenk, 1979). The regime was 
adamant in both populous and technology in presenting the Nazi regime as the pinnacle of 
human achievement and with the entire world watching or listening, either through media 
or as tourists at the Games, it was the first real case of a country using the Olympics as a 
public showroom of their political, social and economic ideologies. It would happen again 
less than 50 years later in Moscow where the Soviet Union was hosting the first truly 
global event behind the Iron Curtain as the Olympics were coming to the USSR. We have 
mentioned the US Boycott earlier, but have yet to outline the Soviet motivation for hosting 
the Games, this we can find in major newspapers of the time Pravda (Правда) and Izvestia 
(Известия) who gleamingly stated that the Olympics were the perfect venue to showcase 
the glories of communism to the decadent west (Toohey & Veal, 2007). 
The fifth category is how the IOC itself is deeply rooted in political arguments that affect 
the Olympics. As Toohey & Veal (2007) say: “Since before the 1894 Sorbonne 
Conference, when political decisions were made regarding whether or not to invite a 
German representative, politics have been an overt and, more commonly, covert facet of 
the internal workings of the IOC” (Toohey & Veal, 2007). Connecting IOC to 
international politics is mostly about the process in which a country gets selected to host 
the Games. Many of stories have accounted massive bribery and other political motivated 
actions by the IOC in awarding the Games to specific countries. The most publicized of 
these stories happened in 1998 when a Salt Lake City Television Station broke news that 
the winter Olympics in 2002 were being awarded to the city in part due to massive bribery 
including paying for an IOC members daughter to go to university at an American college 
causing uproar and even admittance amongst IOC members that there was “Massive 
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Corruption” within the institution (Toohey & Veal, 2007) and that the past ten years up to 
that point had been tainted by at least twenty five members of the IOC whose votes could 
be bought. After the scandal rules were put in place to secure the likes of which would 
never happened again, however the public remains sceptical about these practices as 
bidding procedures become more and more elaborate with US President Barack Obama 
and celebrity Oprah Winfrey among the benefactors of an Olympic Games in Chicago in 
2016, endorsements which have no doubt not been cheap on the National Olympic 
Committees and most certainly have created many jobs for former IOC members who 
need to understand the inner workings of the system in order to best create a potential bid 
The final category examined is how non-state actors impact the Olympics for political 
purposes. The final parts of this chapter will segway in to the second working question. In 
the spotlight in this section is The Black Power salute of Mexico City 1968 and the 
Palestinian kidnapping of Israeli athletes four years later at the 1972 Games in Munich. At 
the 1968 Olympics, several Black Athletes were unhappy with the segregated United 
States sending them to bring glory to a nation they did not feel respected them by not 
allowing them to drink from the same fountains or ride the same busses as their white 
countrymen. At the first Black Power conference in 1967, a boycott by Black athletes 
from the Games was actually a topic of serious discussion amongst leaders within the 
movement. This was led by sociology professor Harry Edwards, and Endorsed by Martin 
Luther King Jr. (Lapchick, 1975). The movement quickly gained steam amongst Black 
Americans up until the trials in the spring of 1968 and seeming almost inevitable after the 
assassination of Reverend King in April of 1968. However as a poll conducted amongst 
the athletes suggested only about fifty percent were in favour of a boycott, it was decided 
not to massively withdraw African-Americans or other minority athletes from the 68 
game. Immediately trouble was brewing as 200 meter runner Tommy Smith declared to 
the press that if he won a medal, he would not want Avery Brundage to present him with 
the prize, and Smith went even further when he and fellow runner John Carlos ran in black 
knee-length socks that were not issued in the American uniform as a sign of protest. The 
now famous image came a few days later as Smith and Carlos finished first and third in 
the 200 meter race, and during the medal ceremony wore a black glove on one hand, black 
neckwear and civil rights badges and had even convinced the Australian silver-medallist, 
Caucasian Peter Normann, to wear a badge as well. As the National Anthem played and 
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the flag was raised, the two athletes bowed their head and raised the arm with clenched fist 
in the black glove in what became one of the iconic and defining images of the civil rights 
movement and despite the subsequent expulsion of the athletes became a lasting image of 
the Olympics being utilised as a personal political tool. 
 
Tommy Smith (Middle) and John Carlos (Right) salute “Black Power” ©AP 
 
Four years later, Black athletes from the US displayed similar protest when winning and 
were equally excluded from the Games for breaking the rules of the Olympic charter. 
However those events were forever overshadowed by what the 1972 Games have been 
infamous for; The Palestinian group Black September’s kidnapping and subsequent 
murder of ten Israeli athletes. On September 5th the terrorist group from Palestine 
infiltrated the Israeli quarters of the Olympic Village and killed an Israeli coach before 
gaining access to ten athletes and trainers that they proceeded to take hostage and 
demanded the release of over 200 Palestinian political prisoners held by Israel and sought 
safe passage for themselves to an airport of their choice in the middle east (Warning, 
1980). A series of events followed as the entire world was witnessing the drama unfold. 
For several days the negotiations or lack of went on. As Israel refused to negotiate with 
terrorists of any kind they immediately declared they would not adhere to any demands, 
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while IOC President Avery Brundage similarly declared that the IOC was opposed to the 
forcible removal of Olympic athletes from the village. As there was no end in sight, and 
the plight on the Games was growing by the minute as actual competition was all but 
forgotten amongst spectators and media; The West German government was working on a 
plan to free the hostages while on German soil. The plan failed as the Palestinians 
discovered the Ambush on Furstenfeldbrock Airfield before the plan could be executed 
and threw grenades into the Helicopters containing the hostages, killing all Israeli hostages 
before they themselves were shot by the West German task force. In total seventeen 
people died in the action and teams from four nations (Egypt, Israel, Algeria and The 
Philippines) withdrew from the Games. The Israelis demanded a cancellation of the 
Games to which the IOC responded by stating that a cancellation would give further 
incentive for similar actions in the future Games: “Sadly in this imperfect world, the 
greater and more important goal of the Olympic Games become the more they are open to 
commercial, political and now criminal pressure. The Games of the Twentieth Olympiad 
have been subject to two savage attacks…We have only the strength of a great ideal. I am 
sure that the public will agree that we cannot allow a handful of terrorists to destroy this 
nucleus of international cooperation and goodwill we have in the Olympic movement – 
the Game must go on and we must continue our efforts to keep them clean, pure and 
honest and try to extend the sportsmanship of the athletic field into other areas” (Avery 
Brundage, quoted in Guttmann, 1984). Brundage was heavily criticized for this statement 
as a part about Rhodesia (Which was not quoted above) was seemingly linked to the 
actions and seemed to make light of the more serious deaths of the Israeli athletes and 
officials, forcing Brundage to publicly apologize. In 2006 Mohammad Oudeh (known in 
1972 as Abu Daoud) a planner of the attacks stated in an interview, as quoted in Karam 
“Before Munich we were simply terrorists. After Munich at least people started asking 
‘who are these terrorists? What do they want?’ before Munich nobody had the slightest 
idea about Palestine” (Toohey &Veal, 2007). 
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Chapter 2 – Why are the Olympic Games a perfect vehicle for neo realist politics? 
Hypothesis: Power politics, the concept of “us vs. them” and media all play a part in 
the in the politicization of the Olympic Games. 
 
Although it is reiteration, for the pure purpose of emphasis, the Olympic Charter states in 
the Fundamental Principles of the Olympics, Number 6 that “any form of discrimination 
with regard to a country or a person or grounds of race, religion, politics, gender or 
otherwise is incompatible with belonging to the Olympic movement” (Olympic Charter, 
11). This chapter seeks to demonstrate how every one of the ‘pure Olympic ideals’ is 
broken. The commonly known ‘Nazi-Olympics’ in 1936 set off a chain reaction of 
political incidents that have occurred in some way at every Olympic Summer Games, up 
to the 2008 Beijing Olympics. As the major events have already been discussed in the 
previous chapter there is no need to retell the details of each, this chapter however looks at 
why and how these political episodes happened in what is supposed to be the most neutral 
arena in the world. 
In order to thoroughly present the case, this chapter is organized into three sections power 
politics, the concept of “Us vs. Them”, and media However, first, there are four 
characteristics presented by Cottrell and Nelson that are vital to help explain why the 
Olympic Games are such an attractive platform for contention. “First, the Olympics are 
accessible and high-profile” (Cottrell and Nelson, 2010: 733). The reason for this is that 
all states are invited to the Olympics (unless any state does not meet the IOC requirements 
to participate) and Heads of States frequently attend the opening and closing ceremonies 
as well as some of the sporting events. People from all over the world gather at the 
Olympics and interact with each other at the events or in the Olympic Village. Although 
national athletes are the only ones who participate in the sporting events, the audience is 
composed of an international society. Also the Olympics receive worldwide media 
coverage, which results in a “protest of any form…get[ing] significant media attention and 
reach[ing] a broad audience, which is generally a major goal of the claimants” (Cottrell 
and Nelson, 2010: 733). “Second, the Olympics can increase the potential availability of 
influential allies and supporters” (Cottrell and Nelson, 2010: 733). Because of the “high-
profile” and the vast amount of people attending the Olympic events, any form of 
boycotts, demonstrations, or political statements made are expected to draw extra attention 
to their cause on an international level. Claimants can forge alliances with individuals, 
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networks, governments etc. This may also be especially evident in instances where the 
claimants want to draw attention to the host government’s domestic and international 
policies, placing pressure on the host to change those of them they disagree with. “Keck 
and Sikkink outline a ‘boomerang pattern’ in transnational activism. When channels 
between the state and its domestic actors are blocked, claimants bypass their state and 
directly seek out international allies to try to bring pressure on that state from the outside. 
The Olympics can potentially increase the force of the boomerang pressure upon the host 
government or other states” (Cottrell and Nelson, 2010: 733). “Third and relatedly, the 
Olympics can reduce the ability of the regime to repress collective claim-making in the 
first place.” The nature of the modern Olympic Games makes it difficult to forcibly 
repress claimant activity. It is the responsibility of the host state and the IOC to find ways 
to resist protest but “when states (and, again, particularly host states) are under the 
Olympic spotlight, the potential costs of an act of repression are substantially increased, 
thereby limiting options for repression and reducing direct resistance to claimants” 
(Cottrell and Nelson, 2010: 733). “Finally and perhaps most importantly, the Olympics are 
attributed special symbolic meaning that facilitates collective claim-making and widens 
political opportunity” (Cottrell and Nelson, 2010: 733). Cottrell and Nelson are 
insinuating that, in accordance with the Olympic Charter, “The goal of Olympism is to 
place sport at the service of the harmonious development of man, with a view to 
promoting a peaceful society concerned with the preservation of human dignity” (Olympic 
Charter) it may exactly be because of this universal and humanitarian mission that protests 
at the Olympics occur. “The persuasiveness of arguments made by claimants depends 
heavily on their ‘fit’ with an existing normative framework, which serves as a focal point 
for these political contests. In this sense, the Olympics serve as a discourse arena enabling 
deliberative processes and providing, in Habermasian terms, a ‘common life world’ or ‘a 
common set of references and of experiences to which actors can relate in their 
communicative interactions” (Cottrell and Nelson, 2010: 733). When examining the 
Olympics in the light of political opportunity, and analysing these characteristics it 
highlights why the Olympics are being taken advantage of with regard to being a platform 
for contention. 
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Pierre de Coubertin, the founder of the modern Games, called sport a “religion with its 
church, dogmas, service...but above all a religious feeling.” Former IOC president Juan 
Antonio Samaranch disagreed and said, “Some say that the Olympic Movement is almost 
a religion, but we do not say that. But the Olympic movement is more universal than any 
religion.” This statement in itself expresses the vast power that lies behind the Olympic 
name but also as one of the biggest attractions of world audiences both physically and 
virtually. Looking at the Olympics with neo realist glasses on it is clear to see how the 
mega-world event is used for power politics. Both state and non-state actors make use of 
the Olympics to increase their power and influence (Cottrell and Nelson, 2010: 741). The 
‘Olympic-Spirit is something that transcends all national boundaries and cultures and it is 
precisely this universalism that makes the Olympics the ideal battleground for power 
politics. The Olympics “…serve as a focal point for protest, and represent a structure in 
which a range of actors at different levels of global security exercise different forms of 
political power. Olympic protest is not something that is carried out just by domestic 
groups or transnational activists. The Olympics also serve as a venue in which states 
protest the actions of other states and have historically provided a means for the 
international community to punish or coerce states and other actors” (Cottrell and Nelson, 
2010: 730). When analysing the major political incidents that occurred at the Olympics, 
discussed in the previous chapter, there are obvious trends that reveal the powers and roles 
of relevant actors. “Having occurred regularly for well over a century, the Olympics 
represent a systematic and consistent framework to examine certain macro-political trends: 
which actors are primarily involved in contentious politics, what tools they use, and what 
types of power they exercise. For instance, the Olympics have served over time as a site 
for contentious politics involving not just social movements, but a range of actors 
(including local groups, transnational advocacy networks, international institutions, and 
sovereign states)” (Cottrell and Nelson, 2010: 732). For example, as mentioned earlier, 
Black Power issues in Mexico City 1968, The Palestine/Israel hostage crisis of 1972, and 
French Canadian influence of Montreal 1976. In the late 1990’s most of the protests 
involved either states protesting particular social policies, military activities, Olympic 
participation of other states or, domestic activists disputing the social and economic 
policies of the host state. Examples of this include the previously mentioned boycotts and 
bans over apartheid in South Africa and Rhodesia; boycotts and protests over the Suez 
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Canal War and Soviet occupation of places such as Hungary, Afghanistan, and Lithuania; 
and a series of boycotts over the sanctioned participation of Communist China and 
Taiwan. And for domestic activist, the student protests in Mexico City in 1968 and Seoul 
in 1988. Both of these student protests involved specific complaints against the governing 
regimes of Mexico and South Korea, and both are also clear examples of groups using 
Olympic protest as a means of forging international alliances and creating the possibility 
of a boomerang pattern of pressure against a repressive host state (Cottrell and Nelson, 
2010: 739). Neo realists would most likely approach this sort of analysis by viewing the 
Olympic venue as an international competition where great power politics play out. In the 
1930’s the rising Germany and China in 2008 have utilized the Games to display their 
power and take advantage of the diplomatic opportunities that go hand in hand with the 
hosting role. The United States and the Soviet Union during the Cold War era both used 
large-scale boycotts to threaten and put pressure on their international competitors. Based 
on a neo realist perspective, there is also an emphasis on the predominance of state actors 
despite the increasingly globalized international system. They claim that realists have a 
difficult time explaining how it is that the International Olympic Committee has emerged 
as a powerful actor able to constrain state behaviour, why states would want to host the 
Olympics even in cases when doing so would not yield material gain, or how activist 
groups are able to use the Olympics as a symbolic reference point in pressuring states to 
change their behaviour. Therefore the IOC may be undermined “…the International 
Olympic Committee, a small and under-studied institution that has nonetheless emerged as 
a surprisingly influential international political actor. As Lord Killanin, the head of the 
IOC in the 1970s wrote, ‘Ninety-five percent of my problems as president of the IOC 
involved national and international politics’” (Cottrell and Nelson, 2010: 742). Cottrell 
and Nelson discuss the paradoxical nature of the IOC, “on one hand, the IOC portrays 
itself as an embodiment of broadly accepted international norms of humanitarianism and 
world peace…the organization forbids athletes from overt political or religious displays 
and demonstrations during the Games and even calls for an international cease fire during 
each Games…On the other hand, many studies portray the IOC as an extremely wealthy, 
self- interested, and capitalistic organization. Its primary interest is in protecting the 
Olympic brand, which motivates its behaviour in everything from anti-doping regulation 
to engagement in international and national politics. “Protecting the brand, some contend, 
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is less about promoting the Olympic spirit and more about simply making money” 
(Cottrell and Nelson, 2010: 743-744). If looked at from this viewpoint, the IOC acts in the 
exact way that the Charter forbids. Although it is not a state, its actions scream realism as 
the decision making processes are deliberately non-transparent and tactically motivated by 
greed and power to seek their own interests and will not subordinate their interests to 
others. There are a lot more players on the board in the contemporary Olympics than there 
were pre Cold War era; first of all “social movements, transnational advocacy networks, 
and similar groups are dominant here in many ways; there remain significant questions 
regarding their effectiveness and the effectiveness of sport protest more broadly. Second, 
the IOC emerges in this context as a surprisingly powerful actor able in its gatekeeper role 
to influence state behaviour. And third, states themselves, although constrained by other 
actors and other interests, are still able to use the Games as a means of reproducing the 
state-centricity of the international system as a whole” (Cottrell and Nelson, 2010: 730-
731). 
“The Olympics represent one of the world’s oldest symbols of cooperation and 
sportsmanship, yet the athletic competition also stokes nationalistic passions and informs 
identity formation” (Cottrell and Nelson, 2010: 730). This definitely is one of the most 
vital characteristics of the Olympic Games. It is the ideal showground for having pride in 
one’s nation both for the audience and for the competing athletes. However although these 
“nationalist passions” are positive, there is also a negative connotation to them. There is a 
fine line between nationalism and discrimination of everyone else, one of the very 
foundations of the Olympic charter. Healthy competition can turn personal when it is rival 
countries competing against each other. This brings us back to the theorists Elias and 
Dunning who presented the theory that countries naturally compare themselves to each 
other. 
When looking at the evidence presented in the first chapter the big rivalries continuously 
convey moral superiority within the Olympic Games. Accusations are thrown around. 
Take for example, Soviet - America 1980 and 1984, and Germany - America 1936. 
Interestingly enough a lot of the boycotts, demonstrations, and political statements 
instigated are usually directly related to the protestors being against a certain state and its 
policies. “In many ways, the growth in Olympic protest over the 20th century largely 
mirrors macro-historical processes such as the rise of the nation-state, the nationalization 
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of sport, and increased interdependence throughout the international system. State actors 
primarily used the Olympic forum for political contention during the World War and Cold 
War eras, which were structured by great power politics. Then, as the onset of 
globalization and the information revolution created more pathways for non-state actors to 
make an impact on the world stage, on-site protests by a broader range of issue-centric 
transnational protest movements became more commonplace at the Olympics” (Cottrell 
and Nelson, 2010: 741). 
The Olympics represent one of the largest regularly scheduled international gatherings in 
the world. “More states participate in the Summer and Winter Games than belong to the 
United Nations, and up to 90 percent of the world’s television sets tune in to at least some 
portion of the virtually ubiquitous Olympic media coverage” (Cottrell and Nelson, 2010: 
730). “…media coverage and distribution of the Games have grown dramatically as well, 
expanding most recently into the realm of live Internet streaming" (Cottrell and Nelson, 
2010: 738). The Mass Systems dependency theory states that there are three needs that 
need to be filled for media to gain more importance (Ball-Rokeach & DeFleur, 1976)
 these three needs can all be met when watching an Olympic broadcast. The media is 
well aware of this, and thusly every broadcast is filled with a narrative and tone 
specifically catered to those 3 base types of needs. The need to understand ones social 
world is shown through various rivalries, the national impact is prevalent in every 
broadcast being that the focus is on what these athletes do to represent your country and 
the way people around the world view your way of life and success in training and 
dedication. Therefore by proxy the second need is also fulfilled; these are athletes who are 
depicted as modern superheroes and the pinnacle of human achievement. They are role 
models and as such are being displayed as the crown jewel of the society, if you could be 
anyone, you should try to emulate them as much as possible. For it is they that we present 
as our ambassadors into the global competition of nations. The third need of escape from 
the real world is the basis of all entertainment, and the Olympics are no different. One will 
only have to look to America to find stories about The Miracle On Ice or the women's 
gymnastics team in 1996 to find instances where the media push the drama up to new 
levels in order to escape the world. The Olympics have based their entire brand on this 
third need fulfilment by declaring that during the Olympics, there is no war, there is no 
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struggle, and there is only good spirited competition amongst respected members of the 
community. A need that the media strive to fulfil in any action. 
Recently the nature of the Olympic protests has shifted from a predominance of boycotts 
by states to onsite demonstrations by transnational activist. “In other words, participation 
in the Olympic forum involves an intersubjective understanding of the ‘rules of the game’, 
not just regarding the sports that are played but also in terms of the behaviour of states that 
adhere to the Olympic spirit. The notion of ‘Olympism’ enshrined by the Charter enables 
claimants to use the existing institution as a foil in framing and reframing their particular 
issue and in challenging the validity of the claims of others. The Olympics therefore 
enhance political opportunity by providing claimants with a potentially powerful external 
resource of symbolic capital…a particularly fruitful kind of ‘coral reef’ that helps form 
horizontal connections among activists with similar claims. Again, all of these factors 
together make the Olympic competition a particularly attractive venue for all types of 
political protest” (Cottrell and Nelson, 2010: 733-734). It seems that in the last 10 years a 
majority of Olympic protests are based on larger issues of transnational concern. However 
this does not mean that the Olympics have taken on the role of liberalism that they claim. 
Instead the host state and the IOC have become better at hiding the political intent of self-
interested states, and it is now played out on the courts, fields and in the pools themselves, 
as well as through the media. There are still significant domestic protests by; for example, 
Aborigines in Australia and various minority groups in China, there are also strong and 
significant protests by anti- globalization groups, environmental groups, animal rights 
groups, and other organizations with more general political agendas. In the Table below its 
shown how state-based boycotts and bans have significantly decreased. Non-state groups 
have taken their place in using the Games as a platform to bring attention to their specific 
issues. “These types of demonstrations are now by far the most dominant form of Olympic 
protest, and the actors using them include both transnational actors…and domestic actors 
within the host state using the Olympics to enter transnational space and to form new 
transnational connections” (Cottrell and Nelson, 2010: 739). 
The boycotts and state-based bans were primarily means of engaging in what Cottrell and 
Nelson mention as ‘leverage politics’. The agenda of contemporary protests is symbolic 
and information politics, subtle messages. These non-governmental organizations and 
networks are using the Olympics not as leverage or direct influence but as a means of 
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establishing and reinforcing symbols and conveying new information to a potentially large 
international audience” (Cottrell and Nelson, 2010: 739). Could these possibly have more 
to do with state actors then one can see with the naked eye? Or although presented by non-
state actors, does it just refrain from using the athletes as puppets… 
The original Games of Ancient Greece were in no way political, at least in the negative 
way. The event was made possible in part because of a truce, in Greek known as 
‘ekecheiria’ which directly translates to ‘holding of hands’. Therefore there was a truce for 
the duration of the Games. The Olympic Truce became a major instrument in the 
unification of the Greek states and colonies. 
The neo realist approach is apparent as power relations and interstate rivalries are 
manifested at the Olympic Games, however it’s shifted from boycott to rhetoric. The 
Olympics are less obviously used as a political tool. “We have shown that there is a rich 
and interesting history of protest surrounding the modern Olympic Games. And despite 
regular resistance by the IOC and individual host states, this protest has grown 
substantially over time and evolved from a tendency toward state-based boycotts and 
domestic demonstration to a tendency toward protest over an increasingly broad range of 
issues by transnational networks and social movements. Indeed, the Olympics serve as a 
natural venue where multiple and different levels of society can interact” (Cottrell and 
Nelson, 2010: 745). While the Olympics have undoubtedly sparked and influenced non-
state actors, it is still clear that they continue to reinforce what is in point of fact a state-
dominated international system. States are central units of analysis and focal point of the 
Olympic Games. “The Games are hosted by state actors. The medal count is organized by 
states. And the Olympics secure the most universal participation by states of any 
international meeting in the world…the Olympics provide a venue where large states have 
opportunity to demonstrate their power, small states can win recognition for special 
achievements, and new states, participating in the introductory Parade of Nations, receive 
worldwide validation as members of the international community” (Cottrell and Nelson, 
2010: 744). It is justified to take the neo realist approach and look at the Olympic Games 
through a power prism. The Games clearly reflect geopolitical interest, mainly before the 
end of the Cold War. However reviewing the evidence, the Games also move away from 
state-centred tendencies. There is “…increased expression of power by institutions, 
activist groups, and other non-state actors in the Olympic context…the Olympics have 
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evolved from a primarily state-driven enterprise to a more complicated one in which an 
increasing number of actors matter..." (Cottrell and Nelson, 2010: 744-745). 
This then is then leads us to the analysis of the London 2012 Games… 
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Chapter 3 – Were there examples of neo realist interests in the latest Games in 
London 2012? 
Hypothesis: As Olympics cannot be completely neutral, political agendas were pushed 
during the Games. 
 
The opening ceremony of the Olympics is seen by many as one of the most overtly 
political aspects of any Games due to its enormous exposure to a global audience. As the 
entire world, an estimated 90% of the global media is focused in some way on the 
Olympic Opening Ceremony (Cottrell & Nelson, 2010) giving the optimal window for 
displaying a message to the entire globe of almost completely optional themes and actions. 
The opening ceremonies therefore can be a hotbed for controversies, starting in 1908 when 
the Americans refused to bow their head for the English flag and anthem, all the way up to 
this year’s Games in London. We will start this chapter off by looking at the two latest 
opening ceremonies of Beijing and London to account for how politics are shining through 
when a country has the entire world glued to the screen. 
Beijing 2008 was Chinas first real international event since officially entering into the 
“upper house” of global politics. It was an ample opportunity for China, just like Germany 
in 1936 to display their entrance (for Germany’s case, re-entrance) into relevant political 
discussion, “The Chinese goal was to prove that they were the best in the world, and show 
the world “we can”, with no limits.” (Ankerdal, 2012). The Chinese knew that their 
opening ceremony would be the first time many viewers watched a China without 
immediately thinking about Mao Zedong and Tiananmen Square and invested heavily in 
giving their audience a full view of what they wanted China to be perceived as. With an 
estimated cost of over 100 million dollars the media and the world were treated to an 
extravagant show clearly aimed at starting off the Olympics with a bang (NPR, 2008) on 
NPR, correspondent Howard Berkes stated “what we saw was 5,000 years of Chinese 
history and culture, China's contributions to the world, displayed in a flashy, hi-tech 
extravaganza, framed by this notion of bringing the world to China for the Olympics, and 
taking the world to China through the Olympics. The hazy skies here glowed with 
fireworks throughout the evening” (NPR, 2008).  The themes of any Opening Ceremony 
are always up for discussion, putting up a 4-5 hour show for the entire world has become 
more and more important as the Games have gotten even more digital and popular as the 
years have passed. The 1936 opening was a symbolic statement only to the heads of state, 
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the athletes participating and the German population the 2008 Olympics in Beijing had a 
truly global audience to entertain and thusly had to plan for what to show. China decided 
as stated in the above quote to play to the rich history of the nation, as one would expect 
neglecting the communist rule of Mao and the mass genocide of those years. Instead 
15.000 performers on a packed stadium used the 91.000 seat stadium purposely build for 
the event to full effect and gave a show that has been lauded as “Spectacular and The 
Greatest Ever” (AFP, 2008) The reason for this seems quite obvious, China has the world 
centred on its every move for 4 hours giving it a massive audience in which to incite every 
emotion and thought they would like them to; Making it the world’s biggest marketing 
opportunity for both Tourism, Information and of course Politics. Especially the 2008 man 
strong fou-drummers that opened the ceremony eerie for some reminded of Chinas 
incredible discipline and work ethics as the performers had trained for years specifically 
for this event. If this was Moscow 1980 it might have been military parade on Red Square, 
instead it’s 2008 and therefore the showing of discipline is funnelled out into “civilians” 
with exceptional gifts. While the drummers where at no point to be seen as a threat, the 
darkness in the stadium only broken by the LED lit drums and drumsticks provided with a 
powerful symbolism if seen from a neo realist point; a point that would emphasise that this 
opening was Chinas main attraction, and if it were a slogan would be “This is China” 
discipline, culture, hard work, massive numbers. If one were to look at it from the point of 
the US or indeed any other traditional power player in the world at that time, one must 
have gotten the sensation that China was really entering the realm of superpower when it 
could establish such as massive, well-choreographed and dramatic entrance onto the world 
stage as it did with these opening fou-drums. China’s opening has since become the 
benchmark for all Opening Ceremonies, and for some the optimal way of advertising your 
nation to a global audience. The London Olympics therefore had a tough act to follow, 
like any heir to a consensus great king the London Olympic committee needed to try and 
pull of something that would try to match the bar set by the Chinese 4 years before. The 
solution they believed was hiring award winning film director Danny Boyle and give him 
27 million pounds, less than half of the Chinese estimated budget to create a similar 
spectacle to promote Britain as a nation capable of handling major international events and 
play a role in all future talks about countries abilities to sustain a monumental task of any 
kind. Boyle decided an “ode to Britain” was the best way to go, mirroring the Chinese 
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style 4 years before, albeit in a lesser display of man power with a more and stronger 
emphasis on spectacle and symbolism. “Isle of Wonder” as it was titled decided to go all 
out in an attempt to usurp the Chinese spectacle, in what can almost exclusively be 
interpreted as a competition with the country threatening its position on the world stage as 
global leader the British decided to throw everything but the kitchen sink at the opening; 
even coercing her majesty the Queen of England to not only participate but to simulate 
jumping out of an airplane with James Bond actor Daniel Craig. Clearly the Chinese 
efforts in 2008 had thrown the gauntlet onto the world stage, and maybe we should be 
happy that what was once the Opium Wars were now big budget displays of brotherhood, 
peace and cultural togetherness. However it was clear that these ceremonies where at the 
minimum influenced by the natural comparison with Beijing, the Brits where even 
accused of making the ceremony too Anglo-centric in an attempt to copy some of the 
Beijing success. (Ankerdal, 2012) Several Tory Cabinet ministers voiced their concern to 
Ceremony director Danny Boyle for its subtle ‘socialist sentiments’. “Labour politicians 
yesterday hailed the Olympic opening ceremony as a ‘socialist’ event and ‘the best advert 
for the party for years’ – as the row over its political message intensified. Artistic director 
Danny Boyle has been widely praised for Friday’s opening spectacular. But some 
Conservatives questioned the political undertones of a ceremony which at one point made 
a feature of the symbol popularised by the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament” (Groves, 
2012) “Some Labour politicians struggled to  contain their glee about the ceremony’s 
message, congratulating Mr. Boyle for ‘smuggling in wonderfully progressive socialist 
sentiments’” (Groves, 2012). Several newspaper outlets were debating if the Brits could 
even hope to come near the spectacle of the Peoples Republic; Influential newspaper The 
Telegraph managed to turn the opening into a domestic political issue only days after the 
Beijing Olympics had ended, opening an article with “Western countries will never match 
the success of the Beijing Olympics opening and closing ceremonies because trade unions 
would never allow it, according to the man responsible for both spectaculars.” Wherein 
the director Zhang Yimou talked about his experiences with western work forces and how 
he was bamboozled by the various unions he encountered "You couldn't criticize them 
either. They all belong to organizations - some kind of institutions, unions. We do not 
have that. We can work very hard, and can put up with a lot of pain.” And continuing "We 
can achieve in one week what they can achieve in one month. That's the reason our 
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performers give such brilliant performances. I think other than North Korea, no other 
country anywhere in the world can achieve this." (Telegraph, 2008) 
Without knowing it Zhang is clearly portraying a neo realist approach to his quotations, by 
subconsciously and subtlety stating that the British could not match the Chinese in the 
opening ceremony, and therefore largely in the workforce in general he is giving the 
impression that the Chinese are superior to the West in this regard, and that the opening 
ceremony proves this; All the more reason for the Brits to pull out all the stops in their 
ceremony as they might have felt that China had done similar in the highly acclaimed 
opening ceremony a few years earlier. Chinese self-understanding clearly took a step up 
with the Olympics and especially the opening, heralded in media as the best ever and a 
testament to Chinese workforce as said by president Hu Jintao "The success of the Beijing 
Olympic Games is attributable to the concerted efforts of the Chinese people and people 
from the rest of the world," (Xinhuanet.com). The British deciding to try and diminish 
Zhang Yimou’s comments went in a different direction, however stayed on par with what 
the Chinese were doing in a more national, historical and cultural exhibition of their 
country, rather than the more traditional message of brotherhood and unity amongst the 
nations. One can only wonder what Rio has in store for their grand entrance unto the 
world stage when they host the Olympics in 2018. 
 
After analysing how the Opening and Closing Ceremonies in the past and in London. The 
Games have been replete with the politics of nationalism, and the politics did not stop 
there; they continued for the following two weeks throughout the Olympic Events. Even 
in what one could say was one of the most ‘boring’ or tame Olympics with regards to 
politics, it is still not possible to say that they were not present at all. Although it is only 
half a year ago at the time of this project that the London 2012 Games took place, there 
are many sources that reveal the political controversies that occurred. Even while the 
Games were going on there were reporting’s of the politics that were transpiring. Ian 
Johnston and Jim Seida, of NBC News were two of the many reporters and experts who 
claimed that the Olympics, and London 2012 as a case in point cannot remain neutral 
“experts who spoke to NBCNews.com accused the International Olympic Committee of 
picking and choosing what to regard as political while spinning the ‘fairy tale’ of 
neutrality, suggesting it was time for the movement to acknowledge reality.” In order to 
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raise awareness about what was going on in Syria with the oppression of the Assad 
regime, about 50 protestors stood on Trafalgar Square as the Olympic Torch entered 
London, many of whom wrapped themselves in the Syrian flag (Johnston and Seida, 
2012). However there was no reaction from the IOC to the Syrian protestors and the media 
did not cover the act (Ankerdal, 2012), yet on the other hand the IOC refused the request 
to have a moment of silence in remembrance of the 40th anniversary of the slaughter of 
the 11 Israeli athletes and coaches. This goes to show that the IOC can decide themselves 
what or when something becomes ‘political’. “It seems they [the IOC] decide what is 
political at any given time … what they approve of and don't approve of. That’s when they 
become quite a slippery organization...” (Johnston and Seida, 2012)  
One of the main points of the British collaboration between the states that make up the 
United Kingdom was the Association Football team who had high medal hopes entering 
the tournament. With the Olympics as we have just discussed geared towards 
collaboration of the British people the national sport which the British claimed to have 
invented, brought up a lot of emotion. Outside the Olympics in the normal realm of sports, 
all 4 countries of the United Kingdom have their own separate league system and national 
team, except for the Welsh team Swansea none of the teams from Scotland or Northern 
Ireland play in the top tiers of English football and the teams meet each other on regular 
basis in inter-friendly skirmishes including an annual tournament that also includes 
Ireland, who though are still separate in Olympic terms. The selection process was of 
course a major story, how would coach Stuart Pearce combine the best team while not 
alienating any national interests. In the end Pearces team included 13 English players and 
fiveWelsh players without any Scots or Northern Irish players (BBC, 2012) A decision 
that might have caused uproar if not for the national football associations of both Scotland, 
Northern Ireland and Wales having made it clear before the tournament that they did not 
want any of their players on “Team GB” but would not bar athletes from participation 
(Metro, 2012). Team GB would then not unite the nation as much as the political minds 
might have hoped, in fact the womens team, which included 2 Scots and 16 English, 
caused more controversy than unity as Scottish player Kim Little refused to sing God Save 
The Queen because of her national identity as a Scot (Newsnet Scotland, 2012) with the 
Welsh men also drawing criticism for remaining silent during the anthem, prompting team 
captain Ryan Giggs (A Welshman) to state "The problem is the British anthem is the same 
Page | 59  
 
as the English anthem and if you're a Welshman or a Scotsman it's difficult." (Western 
Mail, 2012)  
There were a lot more subtle political hints in the London 2012 Games, in comparison to 
major boycotts seen in previous Olympic events. However even though they were subtle 
they still captured the media’s attention. For example the controversy over the U.S. 
uniforms being that of military form, many complained it was a political statement made 
by the U.S. to highlight their dedication to the army and navy. Or the allowance of Saudi 
Arabian Wodjan Shaherkani with regards to wearing a headscarf (hijab). These both bent 
the rules of the Charter (Rule 50) which prohibits religious or military displays in Olympic 
venues. Both of these examples show neo realist traits, as these states are using even the 
smallest gestures to emphasise their own state interests at an international event. This 
same issue of empty seats arose in the Beijing 2008 Games where tickets were reserved 
for sponsors, media, or members of the ‘Olympic Family’. In Beijing nothing was done 
about the issue however in London, the IOC chose to bus in soldiers to fill in the seats. In 
both events this shows superiority and favouritism, or ‘under the table’ deals. This is not 
directly political but shows corruption which is strictly forbidden according to the 
Olympic Charter. Another controversy that caused nationalistic outburst was when South 
Korea’s flag appeared alongside The Democratic People's Republic of Korea’s women’s 
football team on stadium screens while the players were warming up before their opening 
match. The team left the pitch in protest at the blunder and initially refused to play. In the 
spirit of ‘Olympism’ this should have been overlooked as an honest mistake, instead of in 
spite of one country being associated with another; that have ongoing political problems. 
The political issues that the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea currently has with 
South Korea should have stayed off the field that day and should not have caused such an 
outburst. But as seen time and again, and showed through very specific cases in this 
project it is impossible for self-interested states to forget their political grudges against one 
another even in sport. After South Korea defeated Japan in the bronze medal match at the 
Millennium Stadium in Cardiff on 10 August, South Korean player Park Jong-Woo 
walked around the field holding a banner with a political message written in Korean, 
"독도는 우리 땅!" (Dodoko is our terriroty) This incident occurred on the same night 
after South Korean President Lee Myung-bak had visited the islands which both South 
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Korea and Japan claim as their territory. (BBC, 2012) The IOC barred Park from the 
bronze medal ceremony and did not permit him to receive his medal due to IOC and FIFA 
statutes prohibiting political statements being made by athletes at olympic events; IOC 
president Jacques Rogge told reporters: "We will take a possible decision of what will 
happen with the medal later." (BBC, 2012) 
Another political outrage that occurred in London 2012, which has been discussed in a 
previous section, ‘Us vs. them’ happened in the Olympic pool. Chinese, 16 year old 
swimmer Ye Shiwen, who with an amazing performance broke the Olympic record, was 
accused of doping. The U.S. swimming coach called Ye’s performance “suspicious, 
unbelievable and disturbing” (Branigan, 2012). The Olympic chiefs however backed the 
Chinese swimming prodigy Shiwen. Ye passed all the mandatory drugs tests, and many 
comments that came from enraged Chinese, including Shiwen's father, Ye Qingsong, 
indicated that this was a biased judgement, not only from the side of the Americans, but 
from the Western media as well,  “The western media has always been arrogant, and 
suspicious of Chinese people” (Branigan, 2012). The Chinese media called it “the 
arrogance of the west” (Chinese article) Ankerdal stated that the Chinese brought it upon 
themselves because of the swimmer scandals in the 90’s. He hinted at a moral superiority, 
because the West or specifically Denmark are all about “fair play” (Ankerdal, 2012)  “I 
think it is not proper to single Chinese swimmers out once they produce good results. 
Some people are just biased…We never questioned Michael Phelps when he bagged eight 
gold medals in Beijing” said Jiang Zhixue, who leads anti-doping work at China's General 
Administration of Sport. (Branigan, 2012) 
Many Olympic experts have discussed whether it would be appropriate for the IOC to 
have a separate branch that deals with all political issues that occurs at the different events. 
Jules Boykoff, one of these experts, a former U.S. soccer player and an associate professor 
in Pacific University’s department of politics and government, said “the IOC should 
recognize they are involved in politics and consider setting up a committee or some other 
formal way of dealing with such issues” (Johnston and Seida, 2012) Boykoff who was in 
London researching a book about the Games, said “this would open ‘a kind of Pandora’s 
Box in terms of the issues they might have to deal with,’ but scorned the claim that the 
Olympics is apolitical…‘The idea that sports and politics don’t mix is a fairy tale that the 
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IOC tells itself to help it sleep better,’ he said. ‘It’s obviously thrumming with politics at 
every level’” (Johnston and Seida, 2012) 
“The Olympic movement does sometimes make open forays outside the world of sport. 
The Olympic Truth for example, calls for fighting around the world to stop for the 
duration of the Games. But, in case anyone was thinking this might offer hope for 
countries like Syria, Boykoff was scathing. ‘This ‘really nice idea’ was ‘sort of a farce,’ he 
said. ‘Battles are going to continue across the world, they are not going to stop for the 
Games, as popular as it is’” (Johnston and Seida, 2012) 
No matter how much the IOC want to rid of politics in the Olympics, perhaps it is time for 
them to realize, like many experts have said including NBC news, it is inevitable. It does 
not require one to dig deep to see that even the simplest things that need to be planned 
during the Olympics involve politics. For example the planning of where to place different 
nations within the Olympic village takes political strategy. It would not be promoting 
peace to place arch rivals Israel and Iran as ‘neighbours’ within the athlete village. Morten 
Ankerdal confirmed this by saying “it is a political thing more than a sports thing” 
(Ankerdal, 2012) 
The London Olympics were also seen more as an internal development of unification of 
the United Kingdom through an international event, Morten Ankerdal called it “The 
Peoples Olympics”, uniting England, Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales” (Ankerdal, 
2012) The project seemed to be meant as an attempt to resolve national conflicts that have 
risen due to economic crisis and other domestic disputes that have impacted British 
society. One might see this in neo realist terms as a statement to China about how the Brits 
might not be able to amass the same money and manpower that they had in 2008, but that 
they had something the Chinese did not, which was a unity based on fraternity and 
cooperation rather than discipline and emotionless dedication to the best of the communist 
party. This brings us back to the neo realist view where states show off their resources to 
define their power, in the case it is not shown through nuclear weapons but with use of 
sports, especially in regards to the host nation of the Olympics. 
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Conclusion 
 
It has been impossible for us to find an Olympiad that has not been impacted by 
politicisation, whether it be domestic or international. Through our analysis we have 
shown that both the domestic and international political climates do indeed influence the 
Summer Olympic Games. Countless cases have been discussed to prove that the highly 
praised apolitical agenda of the Olympic Spirit, as presented in the Olympic charter is 
overestimated. The renowned liberalist Games, after being investigated, are actually much 
more neo realist in nature. However the degree of politicisation has changed. It is the 
means of execution that have changed since the Cold War; but the interest of the member 
states remains the same. Whether it is the host nation or a participating entity the goal is 
always to improve one’s global status by displaying exceptional athletic feats in the name 
of your country. This can be seen as a more civilized alternative to war that would have 
ended many rivalries in the past. This is mostly true of major global powers, which directs 
us directly back to neo realism; the pigs of which the smaller nations ride. Through our 
research we have also observed the need for a “bad guy” both to increase nationalism and 
for the sake of media entertainment. Audiences like to watch a good battle between heated 
rivals, and this is convenient as it is inevitable to happen at the Games. Yet, this at times is 
taken too far, when it becomes politically personal, especially in regards to the West vs. 
the rest. The concept of ‘Us vs. Them’ has taken the Games a step further away from the 
liberalist agenda which emphasises state togetherness and treat each other as equals. The 
Olympics which is supposed to be a geopolitical playground, becomes a dog-eat-dog 
world. We deduced that in the recent London 2012 Games, political statements were much 
more subtle than what they were in the cold war era, when the nation state were much 
more prevalent than in today’s globalised world. It is our view that as long as the Olympic 
Games remain the world’s biggest spectacle for inter-state rivalry and competition, 
combined with a large focus on show and entertainment, it will always be subject to 
politicisation and neo realist influences from states across the globe. 
 
Page | 63  
 
 
Afterthoughts 
 
Rio de Janeiro will host the next summer Olympic Games of 2016 and we can safely 
assume based on our research conducted in this project, that politics will once again play a 
huge part of the Games. Brazil, like China in 2008 have seemingly undertaken the task of 
the Olympics to show to the rest of the world that they are capable of handling a sporting 
arrangement of this magnitude; the massive economic growth experienced over the past 
decades have resulted in Brazil being a top new hotspot for international trade and 
commerce and the Brazilians seem intent on showing to the world that there is more to the 
South American country than Samba and Football. With the last Olympics in London 
having shown the continued medal rivalry between the United States and China, one can 
only assume that this competition for supremacy will continue in Rio, providing yet 
another yardstick of measurement for the two nations vying for moral supremacy of the 
globe. This combined with Brazil's own domestic troubles of indigenous peoples and the 
massive cliff between rich and poor could also provide a political discussion worthy of 
note when the Games draw nearer. To further analyse on the subject at hand, we would be 
inclined to have more first-hand sources as it on the short deadline was extremely difficult 
to get in touch with responsible parties, especially in Great Britain who had the time to 
answer more concretely about the political issues facing the London Games. Also it would 
have been poignant to experience a Games first hand, or at least get first hand recollection 
of the Games from all parties if possible, as there seems to be quite a bit of differences in 
media portrayal and actual feel of the event itself, with many athletes seemingly stuck in 
the middle of political tug-of-wars from every side. We were also surprised to find a 
surprising lack of literature that views the Olympics, and sport itself in a neo realist 
approach, even in foreign languages that we could access here in Denmark, this of course 
meant that the approach in some cases might become narrow or one-sided, a problem we 
have tried to avoid by reflecting ourselves on in the data we analysed. It is an interesting 
exercise of thought to theorise the world without the Olympic Games. Do the Games 
perhaps provide a release for both state and man in an endeavour that would otherwise 
have led to war? Can the modern Olympics really still be as simple as every soldier 
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dropping his arms and wandering off to mount Olympus for good natured competition 
against his peer, or has it really evolved into something much more cynical like a quest for 
national moral superiority in an age that only sees military intervention as the ultimate last 
resort? 
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